
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Copyright Page

Blurb

Part 1: The Ant-Man of Malfen

Part 2: The Axe of the Dwarf Lords

Part 3: The Scout and the Serpent

Part 4: The Ebon Staff

Part 5: Bane of the Lich Lord

Dramatis Personae

Acknowledgements

Also by D.P. Prior

Feedback and Special Offers


Copyright © 2016 D.P. Prior. All rights reserved.




The right of D.P. Prior to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All the characters in this book are fictional and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not be, by way of trade or otherwise, lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form, binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed upon the subsequent purchaser.










LEGENDS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF




1. CARNIFEX

2. GEAS OF THE BLACK AXE

3. REVENGE OF THE LICH

4. RETURN OF THE DWARF LORDS










www.dpprior.com


The survivors of the slaughter at Arx Gravis flee their ravine city, leaving its walkways and canals awash with blood.




Convinced there can be no atonement for what he has done, the Nameless Dwarf joins forces with a whiskerless thief, a guilt-driven assassin, and a consumptive wizard. Together, they pursue the dwarves into the lands of nightmare across the Farfall Mountains.




But the companions bring troubles of their own, not least of which is an ancient grimoire that leads them inexorably toward a forest of tar, and an evil from Nameless’s past that threatens his entire race.




The last hope of the dwarves comes from the unlikeliest of sources: a mythical city beneath the waves, an axe from the age of heroes, and the Nameless Dwarf, in whose veins flows the blood of legends.










You can view a large scale MAP OF AETHIR on the web.
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PART ONE




THE ANT-MAN OF MALFEN







“The gates of Hell are open night and day; smooth the descent, and easy is the way: but, to return, and view the cheerful skies; in this, the task and might labor lies.”

(Virgil, The Aeneid)







NILS




Nils Fargin ducked into the tavern’s porch and pushed his rain-drenched hair out of his face. He shivered and hugged himself. How the shog could clear sky turn into a sagging sheet of blackness in just the blink of an eye?

The cracked wooden sign groaned in protest as the wind buffeted it back and forth. Its crude painting of a flaming skull leered down at him and set his guts to churning. Looked like a glimpse of the afterlife, the sort of thing that should have made a guildsman think seriously about the straight and narrow. Fat chance of that, Nils reckoned.

His teeth chattered as he squinted up at the lettering. Where the Abyss had the cold come from? Only minutes ago it’d been sweltering. If he’d known it was gonna be like this, he’d have packed his sheepskin jerkin and knitted hat. He could almost hear Mom’s nagging voice all the way from New Londdyr: “What did I tell you, Nils Fargin? You’re just like your father: you never listen, the pair of you.”

His eyes watered with the effort of reading. He could make out “The” and was half sure the last word was “Skull”. Didn’t take no genius to work out the one in the middle was “Grinning”, then. His chest swelled with pride. See, he hadn’t let no one down. He’d done his job, no messing.

Nils gave a quick butcher’s at his companion, who waited beneath a barren yew. The dwarf’s face was swamped by a mass of sodden hair and beard. He, too, was hugging himself for warmth, but other than that, he stood stock-still. So still, in fact, he appeared as rooted as the tree. His somber clothes, all blacks and browns, merged with the charcoal skies. Sticking up above the dwarf’s shoulder was the cloth-wrapped head of an axe. He carried a bulging pack on his back. Whatever was inside had scraped and clanged as they walked.

Shifty bastards, dwarves, Nils thought, not for the first time. Canny, his dad called them, and tough as mountains. Least they had been till they’d upped and left Malkuth, abandoning their ravine city of Arx Gravis following the overthrow of their bloodthirsty tyrant. Far as Nils knew, his nameless client could be the last of his kind, because if the rumors were true—if the survivors of Arx Gravis had set off across the Farfall Mountains into Qlippoth—there was slim to no chance of seeing them again. Not that Nils gave a shog. He was just saying.

The thrumming of the rain on the tin porch gave way to the fierce pelting of hail and sleet. The racket was deafening, but the dwarf didn’t seem to notice. He was a stony statue set beneath the tree to glare at the tavern door, a warning to the scumbags and toe-rags within. Either that, or he was cursed, barred for all eternity, and wanting nothing more than to enter into the warm, smoky interior so he could get drunk on ale.

Least that’s what Nils thought taverns were like. Seemed that way in the stories—the sort of place a weary traveler could hang his hat, put his feet up, tamp down a pipe, and neck some grog. Might even be a serving of hot broth and a buxom wench to ease away his travel sores.

Nils didn’t know nothing about none of that. What he did know was that he was bone cold and just wanted to get the job over and done with, warm himself by the fire, and then get as far away from the borders as he could. Didn’t matter how shogged up it was, his folks’ home back in New Londdyr suddenly seemed like one of the mansions in paradise the loony Wayists were always preaching about.

He lifted one leg at a time to brush off the dried mud he’d picked up on the trail. It’d been five days of hard going across some of the wildest land in Malkuth. No one came to the Outlands unless they was desperate. Either that, or they had dealings with the proprietor of the only tavern for miles around. The dwarf, Nils figured, was the former, whereas Nils himself, being a professional, was most definitely the latter. He might never have been in a tavern before, might never have snogged no woman, and he might have only had his first shave a week ago, but at that moment, Nils Fargin was someone important.

Since Shadrak the Unseen had fled New Londdyr following the assassination of the newly elected mayor, Mal Vatés, Nils’s dad had been top dog in the underworld. Anyone who wanted a job doing came to Buck Fargin and his Night Hawks. Theirs was a guild to be feared, and Nils was rightly proud of that. Mind you, back home, Nils was a little fish in a big pond. Out here among the brigand settlements, it was a different story. Big fish, little pond, he nodded to himself. No, more than that: he was a bloody shark.

And so, with a final look at the dwarf and a last minute straightening of his collar, Nils puffed out his chest, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed open the door of The Grinning Skull.

The pelting on the tin roof gave way to the hum of voices, the clatter of spoons in bowls, the jingle of change, and peals of barking laughter. The place was heaving, thick with smoke. Hops were strong in the air, blending with sweat and the scent of ripe apples—or maybe it was cider. 

Nils took a step into the throng and found his face pressed against something soft and warm. Sweet musk inflamed his nostrils, sending a delicate thrill along his spine.

“Steady there,” a husky voice said.

He drew his head out of a mountain of cleavage, barely able to take his eyes off the milky flesh pushed up above a black leather bodice.

The woman was looking at him with her head cocked and one eyebrow slightly raised. 

Nils pretended to peer over her shoulder, as if he were searching for someone in the crowd, but he still managed to notice her cat-like eyes and the scar running down one tanned, high-boned cheek. Her hair was glossy and black, tumbling loosely over her shoulders.

He squeezed past, mumbling an apology. He at her arse as he went, noting its lift and the way it stretched her leather britches. He didn’t miss the length of steel strapped to her hip, neither, nor the bone hilt of a dagger sheathed on the other side.

Nils didn’t have a clue what to do next, but he was a quick learner, so his dad always said. He’d work it out. Back in New Londdyr he’d picked a few pockets as the drunks spilled out of the bars, and they’d been good pickings. Those were city-folk, though, all dolled up and dandified. Nothing like this crowd. These were hard folk—bandits, thieves, and assassins. These were his kind of people.

He took another big breath and fingered the pommel of his sword as he peered through the milling bodies. He knew Jankson Brau was a mage of some sort, but it seemed unlikely he’d be decked out in a pointy hat and silk robes. Best place to ask was at the bar, he supposed, and so he squirmed through the drinkers and leaned over the counter, first crossing his arms one way and then the other.

He caught the barmaid’s eye and opened his mouth to order. He weren’t sure what to ask for, but everyone else seemed to be clutching flagons overflowing with froth.

“Ale—”

The word was swept away in the hubbub, and the barmaid turned to a swarthy no-neck with a head like a leathery egg. Nils was about to protest but thought better of it when the bloke shot him a smile like a gaping wound. His forehead was a deeply furrowed ledge, and his close-set, hard eyes were cold and glittering. The man’s great bulk was at least as much muscle as fat. Nils winked his approval that he was welcome to be served first.

Someone roughly pushed past him to get to the bar, and Nils found himself straining on tiptoe in an attempt to attract the barmaid’s attention.

“Buy you a drink?”

It was the black-clad woman again, her mouth pressed close to his ear. Nils hadn’t seen her approach. He’d heard nothing, either, above the din. He was starting to feel exposed and vulnerable, but nevertheless, he couldn’t resist breathing in her scent.

“Nah, I’m all right, love.” Nils raised his purse and jingled it at the bar.

Silence fell around him in a small circle that swiftly spread like ripples across the surface of a lake. The only sound that remained was the striking of flint on steel as a grimy young girl tried to light the fire.

“Put it away.” The woman took hold of his hand between hers and pressed it down.

She gave Nils a motherly smile, but he couldn’t help noticing how her lips glistened, how the tip of her tongue peeked through and wetted them. He dropped his gaze to her swollen breasts and then lowered it again until he was staring at her boots. He felt his cheeks burning, and knew he’d gone red as a strawberry.

“Mina.” She broke the silence without raising her voice. “Ale for my young friend here.”

“Right you are, Ilesa,” the barmaid said with a shake of her head.

The moment she pulled on the pump and the amber liquid splashed into the tankard, the hubbub resumed, and Nils no longer felt the entire tavern was looking daggers at him.

“All that money you’re carrying,” Ilesa said, passing him the ale. “You looking to hire someone?”

“Hardly,” Nils said, taking a sip and doing his best not to wince at the bitter taste. “I’m up from New Londdyr on a job.”

He watched her closely to gauge the reaction. 

Her pupils widened slightly but she remained stony-faced. “What kind of job?”

Nils tapped the side of his nose with his finger. “Oh, you know the sort of thing. Guild business.”

“Really?” Ilesa said. “Well, I guess you must be someone. Not like this rabble, eh?”

Nils glanced around the room, pretending to drink the ale.

“Yeah. Could say that.” He leaned in close so that he could whisper. “Not everyone, though, eh? You don’t exactly look like local riffraff. Reckon you must be someone, too. Where you from, Brink? Lownight?”

“Portis.” A shadow passed behind her eyes, and for an instant, her focus turned inwards. She looked away across the room, at nothing in particular.

“Listen, I’ve got things to do,” she said. “Enjoy your drink, and don’t go waving that money about anymore.”

“Sure,” Nils said, raising his tankard. “Oh,” he called to her back. “Do you know where I can find Jankson Brau?”

A corridor immediately opened up between the drinkers, leading to a long table beside the fire.

Three men sat one side of the table, all wearing studded leather and armed to the teeth. Opposite them sat a robed and turbaned man, who Nils took to be a merchant. You could tell by the swell of his belly under his velvet robes, and the jewels dripping like sweat from gold chains beneath the rolls of his chin. He was flanked by a hunched-over scribe and a lean man in eye-glasses, whose hands clutched a bulging pouch as if it were a chicken’s neck. Between the two groups, at the head of the table, sat a man in robes the color of blood. He was wearing a crooked, pointy hat.

“I think he’s making it easy for you,” Ilesa said. “Good luck,” she cast over her shoulder as she strutted away with a mesmerizing roll of her hips.

Jankson Brau was studying Nils with the intensity of a rattlesnake about to strike. His eyes were unnaturally blue, like polished sapphire, and ringed with a disturbing corona of yellow. The tip of his sickle-shaped nose almost met the rising curve of his chin, and sandwiched between the two was a narrow slit of a mouth. It was an ancient face, bloodless and mask-like.

Nils’s heart fluttered down to his stomach like a trapped bird. His mouth was dry, so he took a swig of ale, coughed, and then tried to meet Brau’s gaze.

“Buy you a drink?” Nils said, doing his best to imitate the confidence Ilesa had exuded when making the same offer to him.

Roars of laughter went up around the tavern, and the corridor began to close. Nils slipped through and stood at the edge of the table.

“Why would I need you to buy for me what is already mine?” Jankson Brau’s voice was thin and lisping.

“Point taken,” Nils said. He racked his brains, thinking about what his dad would say next.

“Don’t bother,” Brau said, without changing his expression. “Your father’s an idiot who’d struggle to articulate a request for somewhere to shit.”

Nils’s mind reeled. How had Jankson Brau known what he was thinking? The pointy hat drew his eyes, as if it made everything perfectly obvious.

“My dad’s head of the Night Hawks in New Londdyr.” Nils stuck out his chin and checked to see who was listening. “I bet you wouldn’t say that to his face.”

The three goons snickered, but Brau showed no reaction besides drumming his fingers on the tabletop. Tongues of fire sparked off at the contact.

Without warning, Brau swept his arm toward the fat merchant and his men. As if struck by a hurricane, they flew across the room on their chairs and crashed into a huddle of drinkers. The merchant scrambled to his feet and hurried outside, followed by the hunchback. The man in the eye-glasses stooped to pick up the coins that had spilled from his pouch, thought better of it, and bowed and scraped his way to the door. No one complained in the slightest. Apparently, the punters of The Grinning Skull knew better. A couple of them even reset the chairs at Brau’s table before nodding and backing away.

Brau turned his palm up to indicate that Nils should sit.

“Little men often carry big ideas of who they are,” he said as Nils seated himself opposite the armed men. “In the case of Shadrak the Unseen, I’d say he wasn’t too far from the mark; but he’s the exception rather than the rule.” 

Brau inclined his head toward Nils. His eyes shimmered; the coronas were pools of piss. 

“While it is admirable for a son to look up to his father, it is far more important that an operative in your line of work learns how to see clearly. Your father is an arse. Am I making myself understood?”

Nils gulped and felt his face flush again, only this time for a different reason.

“Clear sight,” Brau went on, as if he didn’t really expect a response. “Take the example of our friend, Ilesa. Your brain was addled by the size of her breasts, am I right?”

Nils shook his head but couldn’t think of anything to say.

“You’re not the first. I’m sure they are magnificent.”

There were nods and grunts of agreement from the three heavies.

“But,” Brau said, raising a finger to emphasize his point, “they are not real.”

Nils frowned his lack of understanding.

“She’s a half-breed,” Brau said. “Half a husk; a shifter. She changes her appearance to get what she wants. Now that she knows you’re not looking to hire, she’s probably as flat-chested as you are.”

“Shame,” one of the heavies said.

“Shut up, Danton.” Brau didn’t even spare the man a look.

Nils twisted his neck to peer over his shoulder as someone started strumming a banjo and crooning in a voice like a suffocating bear. The crowds started to pull away from the fire to stand in a rough semicircle about the musician. Tankards were raised, a chorus of whoops and jeers went up, and then most of the tavern was singing along.

“Entertainment,” Brau said, stifling a yawn. “Keeps the masses distracted. Keeps them in their place. But I guess you know that, what with you being a big man from the big city. Must have been terribly exciting during the siege.”

Exciting weren’t exactly the word Nils would’ve chosen. He’d been packed up and ready to flee with the rest of the guild. Thankfully, the siege had been broken, and the dwarves had been cut to pieces by the legions.

Nils didn’t know a lot about the causes of the war, only that it began when an upstart dictator overthrew the Council of Twelve in the ravine city, butchered his opponents, and then fanned the flames of hatred against the Senate and people of New Londdyr.

No one had seen hide nor hair of the underground dwellers for centuries, until they spilled forth from the earth like an army of ants whose nest had been disturbed. Within days, they’d taken the lands around New Londdyr and set their sappers to work on the Cyclopean Walls.

There was a rumor going about that Shadrak the Unseen had a hand in taking down the despot. Soon after, the dwarves were seen leaving Arx Gravis, those who’d survived. That was kind of the point of Nils’s mission.

“My client,” he said with the sort of seriousness Crapstan the Money reserved for negotiating guild contracts, “is looking for the survivors of Arx Gravis.”

Brau sat up and clasped his fingers before him on the table.

“Really? And who is this client of yours?”

Nils was a little embarrassed about that. He didn’t rightly know. He shrugged. “Don’t know his name. Said he didn’t have one. Just said he needed to find the dwarves.”

Brau’s eyes narrowed. “Did he now?”

Nils didn’t like his tone of voice. Felt like he was taking the piss. “Paid my dad a lot of money for information.” Actually, it was scarolite mining tools and some high quality mead, all of which would fetch a ton of denarii if you knew where to sell them. “Our snitches said they’d been seen heading toward Malfen.”

Nils suppressed a shudder. Malfen was the last outpost of Malkuth, a border-town of cutthroats ruled over by the notorious Shent, said by some to be a leftover from the experiments of Sektis Gandaw. Nils didn’t know about that and didn’t really care. Dad had been quite clear in his instructions: lead the dwarf to The Grinning Skull among the bandit dwellings outlying Malfen, introduce him to Brau, and then head straight back home.

Brau apparently knew everybody’s business in this neck of the woods. All traffic passing through Malfen came to his attention. He most likely had some sort of arrangement with Shent, maybe even warned him of pending visitors. It weren’t a lot of traffic, mind, for what sane, self-respecting person would have business in such a den of scum? Besides which, there weren’t nothing beyond Malfen save for the nightmare lands of Qlippoth. No one would go there. Least no one without a death wish.

Brau was leaning toward Nils now. “So, where is he, then?”

“Outside.” Nils cocked a thumb at the door. “Said he didn’t want to draw attention.”

“Attention to what?”

“Fact he’s a dwarf.” Actually, Nils thought the dwarf had mumbled something about avoiding temptation, not drawing attention, but his version seemed to make more sense. After the attack on New Londdyr, dwarves weren’t likely to be welcome anywhere in Malkuth.

Brau sat back in his chair and made swirling patterns on the table with the flat of his hand. “A dwarf looking for dwarves in the vicinity of Malfen,” he mused out loud.

Nils nodded.

“Funny that,” Brau said to the grunted agreement of his thugs. “Whole bunch of dwarves passed through here not so long ago. Hundreds of them, I’d say. Said they were heading for Qlippoth. Good luck to you, I said, but…” Brau rocked suddenly forward and fixed Nils with his two-toned eyes. “… no one gets into Qlippoth without paying a toll to the Ant-Man.”

Nils swallowed. “Ant-man? You mean Shent?”

“He’ll want a tribute,” Brau said. “As do I.” He held out his hand.

Nils shook his head. “I’m sorry?”

The three heavies pushed back their chairs and stood. 

Nils cast a look around. He thought he saw Ilesa among the spectators gathered around the musician, but no one even batted an eyelid in his direction. He may as well have been alone with Brau and his goons.

Reluctantly, Nils opened his purse and began to count out some coins. “How much?” he asked in as manly a voice as he could muster.

Brau snatched the purse from him. “More than you’ve got there, boy.”

“But—”

One of the heavies reached over the table and dragged Nils out of his chair by the collar. Nils knew he should do something, knew he should draw his sword, but it was all he could do to stop his bladder from leaking.

“The choice is simple—” Brau was saying as the door flew open, and a gust of wind sprayed them with sleet.

The thug released his grip on Nils’s collar, and everyone in the tavern turned to look at the figure in the doorway.

The dwarf stood there, sodden and miserable. His beard and hair were plastered to his face. His eyes were like pools of mud. He was motionless, the rain dripping from his dour clothes and forming a puddle on the floorboards. The axe was in his hand, unwrapped, twin blades gleaming orange in the glow from the fire.

He sniffed the air and nodded in the direction of the bar, then casually leaned the axe against a table, unshouldered his pack and dropped it on the floor. Raising a curling eyebrow at Nils, he took a step into the tavern.

“You all right, laddie?” his voice rolled out across the room.

Nils swallowed and smiled lamely at the man who’d been holding him. “Uhm,” was the only thing he could manage to say.

The dwarf grinned and waved to the gawping crowd. “Carry on, people, carry on. Madam.” He winked at Ilesa and gave a little bow. “A tavern is a place for making merry. Play on, sir bard, and if you’re half decent, I’ll stand you a drink.”

Nils slipped back down in his chair and watched as the dwarf strode up to the bar. He couldn’t quite see over the top but he reached up with a meaty fist and rapped hard on it.

“Bar-wench,” he called. “A flagon of stout and the same again for my friend.”

The dwarf then turned to Jankson Brau with a big toothy smile gaping beneath his mustache. “Toss that over here, laddie.” He indicated Nils’s purse, and then patted his own pockets to show they were empty. “Unless this round’s on the house.”

Brau looked like he was about to comply, but then took a hold of himself.

“Who the shog do you think you are to talk to me like that? Why, you shogging little stunted—”

The dwarf reached up and took the two flagons from the bar then sauntered over to the table and plonked himself in the chair next to Nils.

“That’s a lot of wasted words, laddie. I don’t mind an insult in a tavern, but two is taking it a bit far. Now ‘little’ and ‘stunted’ mean pretty much the same thing, so I’ll grant you that as one. ‘Shogging’ has an altogether different meaning, making it two. If you stop there, you’ll be all right. Three, though, would be no trifling matter.”

Brau’s jaw hung slack as the dwarf took a deep draft of his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Froth clung to his beard like the scum hemming the coast of the Chalice Sea.

The three thugs didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves. Their eyes flicked between Brau and the dwarf. Finally, one of them spoke.

“Do you want us to sort him, guv?”

The other two drifted into position behind the dwarf’s chair.

Brau’s eyes lingered on them for a long moment, and then he turned his gaze on the dwarf. “Your friend says you are looking for the dwarves of Arx Gravis.”

“True, true,” the dwarf said, taking another gulp of stout and raising his empty tankard. “More!” he bellowed across the room.

“What happened?” Brau asked with a sneer. “They leave you behind?”

The dwarf glowered at that, and all his good humor seemed to dissipate. “Not exactly,” he mumbled into his beard. “It’s more a case of them fleeing and me following.”

Brau’s eyes widened. “It’s you,” he said at last. “You’re the one who made them march on New Londdyr. You’re the one who slaughtered them if they refused.”

A lump suddenly formed in Nils’s gut. His mind was whirling with the possibilities of what might have happened on the journey from New Londdyr—what still could happen. The Ravine Butcher! Here. Right next to him.

Nils inched his chair back but stopped dead when it scraped against the floor. He ground his teeth and cringed as a nervy tingle crept across his skin. It was the same feeling he used to get whenever Magistra Archyr raked her fingernails across the chalkboard to silence the class.

The dwarf stared into his empty tankard. “Then you know I must find them.”

Brau laughed and clapped his hands. “Why? So you can finish what you started? No wonder they’re willing to risk the horrors of Qlippoth.”

“No.” The dwarf looked up from under craggy brows. “I need to show them there’s nothing left to fear.” He spoke almost to himself. “I need to bring them back from Qlippoth before it’s too late; before they are lost forever.”

The barmaid approached the table and set a full tankard in front of the dwarf. He gripped the handle and studied the froth.

Brau glanced at his thugs and, with the slightest of gestures, sent them over to the bar. They took up their perches on stools and made a show of watching the musician, but Nils could tell they were still keeping an eye on the table.

The dwarf tilted his head back and drained the tankard in one long pull. He belched loudly, wiped his mouth, and then shook the tankard at the barmaid for another refill.

“I told you, laddie,” he let out a rancid burp in Nils’s face, “it’d be too much of a temptation coming in here.”

Nils grimaced and coughed as far back in his throat as he could manage. He was starting to see what he meant. He was also getting worried that the dwarf was playing right into Brau’s hands. The wizard was watching him drink with a slightly bemused but self-satisfied grin. He caught Nils’s glance, and the grin turned into a smirk.

“Tell me,” Brau said to the dwarf, “why is it you have no name? I’d understand if the shame of your recent activities led to your being stripped of it, but I heard you had no name when you usurped power from the Council of Twelve.”

“Nothing wrong with your hearing, then.” The dwarf accepted another drink from the barmaid, who’d had the foresight to bring a huge pitcher to the table. She glanced at Brau, and he nodded.

“You’ve heard of the Pax Nanorum?” the dwarf said.

“The Axe of the Dwarf Lords?” Brau made a steeple of his fingertips. “I heard that was the source of your power. Funny, though, I’d always thought it was just part of the foundation myth of Arx Gravis.”

“It is and it isn’t.” The dwarf sloshed some more ale into his tankard from the pitcher. His eyes were glazing over, and he was starting to slur his speech. “There was an axe all right, but it wasn’t the Pax Nanorum. It was black. Forged from shadows. It was my brother that discovered its whereabouts in Gehenna. Shoggers killed him, fed him to the seethers. I found the axe. It wasn’t what it seemed.”

Nils was starting to lose interest. Either the dwarf was talking nonsense because he was drunk, or he was mad. He suspected it was a bit of both. Brau, however, was listening intently. Perhaps he was just humoring him.

The dwarf swilled the beer in his tankard. “Such power,” he said as if he were speaking about a lost lover. “Such strength. Could have ushered in a new age of glory for my people, if it really had been the Pax Nanorum.”

Brau leaned forward, keeping his voice soft. “But they took it from you; didn’t trust you with all that might. They wanted it for themselves, am I right?”

The dwarf continued to stare into the depths of his flagon. “No. They didn’t want it at all. But I brought it among them. I thought they were demons.” He glanced at Brau, as if he might understand. “And I killed them in their hundreds.”

He indicated his pack by the door with a jab of his thumb. “Shogging philosopher came up with a plan to stop me. It’s in the bag: my ma’s helm. Broke the link with the axe. Stole my name. Ripped it from time.”

The dwarf turned back to his drink and took another gulp.

“Couldn’t remove the helm, and the shogger had to feed me with magic. Told me there was a way to free me from the geas of the black axe. Stupid shogger got it wrong. I grew too strong. I did… such things. Terrible things.” He looked up, and there were tears in his eyes. “That’s why they’re running, my people. So few left. So few.”

Jankson Brau poured him another drink from the pitcher. “So, the helm stole your name, eh? That would make you a curse among the dwarves, wouldn’t it?”

The dwarf nodded, a trail of drool rolling down his chin. “That’s right.  Without a name you’re no one. Can’t be a dwarf with no name.”

“So, what do we call you?” Brau said.

“Shadrak used to call me Nameless. A good friend. Good, good friend.” His head thumped onto the table.

Nils winced. That had to hurt. Or at least it would when the dwarf came round. But Shadrak… That was a name to put the frighteners on you. Shadrak the Unseen, former lord of the unified guilds of New Londdyr. Till he’d gone and murdered the newly elected First Senator, Mal Vatès, then fled the city, leaving Nils’s dad in charge.

Brau rubbed his hands together with glee. “I’ve heard of this helm,” he said, clicking his fingers and pointing to the dwarf’s pack. “A relic from the age of the Founders, so my contacts in Arx Gravis tell me. I was going to send a crew to acquire it but never got the job organized. So many fingers in so many pies. But I’m glad I never bothered. It’s so much easier to have it delivered to my door.”

One of the heavies fetched it for him. Brau unfastened the straps and pulled out a concave piece of black metal. Nils leaned closer. It was one half of a full-faced great helm. The black metal was veined with green, which sparkled even in the dim light of the tavern.

“Scarolite,” Brau said as he pulled the other half out of the pack. “The puissant ore of the homunculi. Worth a bloody fortune. Gentlemen…” He raised the two halves of the helm so his thugs could see. “We’ve hit the jackpot.”

The crowd around the musician broke away so that they could gawp at the helm, muttering to each other, nodding and pointing.

Nils stood and tugged down the front of his shirt. “Well,” he said. “I guess that’s our business done. Introductions made and all that. I’ll be off, then.”

Two beefy hands clamped down on his shoulders. He’d not even seen the heavies move, he’d been so focused on the dwarf—Nameless—and his helm.

“There’s still the small matter of my consultation fee,” Brau said.

“Everything I have is in that purse,” Nils said. “You can keep it.”

Brau stuck out his lower lip and looked genuinely sad. “Not enough. Not by a long chalk.”

“That’s right, boss,” one of the thugs said. “Reckon we should sell him to the Ant-Man.”

Nils struggled to break free but both his wrists were deftly twisted into locks. The thug on his right tweaked the back of his hand, sending shooting pains all the way to his shoulder. Nils squealed and bent double, arms held up straight behind him, elbows extended almost to breaking point.

“Ordinarily,” Brau said, “I’d demand a ransom, but knowing your father for the scumbag he is, I think it would be a waste of time. Tony’s right, I could sell you to Shent, but he doesn’t pay too well these days. Might be easier if we just slice and dice you ourselves, unless you’ve got a better idea.” He looked at Nils expectantly.

“My dad will pay,” Nils insisted. “I know he will.”

“My dear boy,” Brau said, “you really must get a grip on this emotional thinking. Your father would laugh in my face if I asked him for a ransom. Do you really think he prizes you above money? Clear thinking is what’s needed here, not idealistic fancy. What do you think, Danton?” He turned to the third thug who was looming over the unconscious dwarf. “Is it worth the effort of taking him to Malfen for the sake of a few dupondii?”

Danton rubbed his chin and then his eyes lit up. “There are two of them,” he said. “Double the takings.”

“No, no, no,” Brau said. “The dwarf’s too dangerous. If any of the stories about him are true, we can’t risk him getting away from Shent and coming for revenge. Take him outside and kill him. No, on second thoughts take them both outside. I really can’t be bothered to think about this anymore.”

Nils tried to kick out at the shins of the men holding him, but with his arms locked behind him, all he could manage was to prance about on tiptoe. With practiced coordination, the thugs bent his elbows, and ran his wrists through to the front of his body, gripping his hands by the thumbs. Then they leaned into the back of his shoulders and frogmarched him toward the door.

“No,” Nils cried out. “I can get you the money!”

Brau wasn’t listening. He was fitting the two halves of the black helm together and muttering to himself. Nils caught Ilesa’s eye, but she just blew him a kiss.

His captors turned him around to face the table once more.

“What about him?” one of them asked, indicating the dwarf.

“I’ve got him,” Danton said, grabbing a fistful of beard and yanking the dwarf from his chair.

Nameless hit the floor like a sack of potatoes, and Danton started to drag him along. The thugs were about to turn Nils around again, when Nameless’s hand shot out and grabbed Danton by the ankle. With a terrific surge of strength, the dwarf flipped Danton onto his back and clambered to his feet. Before Danton could recover, the dwarf’s booted foot came down on his neck with a sickening crack.

The two thugs holding Nils dumped him on the floor and drew daggers.

Nameless snatched up a chair and grinned. Nils was shocked to see the sparkle in his dark eyes—he was clearly enjoying himself and not showing the slightest sign of drunkenness. In fact, he looked fresher and more alert than he’d done before he started drinking. It was as if the thrill of violence had burned the alcohol from his blood.

The man Brau had called Tony lunged at Nameless, who deftly sidestepped and smashed the chair over his head. Tony collapsed from the waist, right into the path of the dwarf’s knee. There was a spray of blood as his nose split like ripe fruit, and then Nameless stepped in to pummel Tony’s torso with his fists, as if he were tenderizing a shank of mutton.

Maybe the dwarf was still a little drunk. He certainly seemed to be, as he paid no attention to the other thug, who was advancing more cautiously. Nameless seemed lost in his own world, thumping out a rhythm on Tony’s ribcage. Incredibly, Tony kept his feet but he swayed and swaggered until Nameless cracked him a meaty right under the chin, and he went down hard.

That was the moment the other thug leapt. Nameless turned and grabbed his wrist, staying the knife a mere hair’s breadth from his face. The dwarf swung with his other fist but the thug caught his forearm and the two were locked in a grapple. The thug’s neck veins stood out like earthworms, and his face turned purple with effort. Nameless’s arms were knotted and swollen, but his face was eerily calm. The thug made the mistake of looking him in the eye, clearly trying to rattle him the way boxers did at the fights Nils’s dad took him to. It was a mistake. The man saw the effortless ease with which the dwarf held him and must have realized he was being played with.

Nils saw an orange flare out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Brau, still seated, with fire forming at the ends of his fingers. He tried to shout a warning, but his mouth was dry, and no sound came out. Without thinking, he drew his sword and ran the thug through the back. The man crumpled to his knees and toppled sideways to the floor. Nameless pouted, like his favorite toy had been broken.

The flames swelled around Brau’s hands, the air about them rippling. Nameless spun, overturned the table and leapt at him. Before the mage could react, Nameless had him by the wrists and shoved his flame-wrapped hands into his own face. Brau screamed as his flesh popped and sizzled, and when Nameless released him, his face was a charred and weeping mess.

Cold steel touched Nils’s throat, and he froze.

“That’s enough,” Ilesa said. “Back away, or I bleed the boy.”

Nameless took hold of Brau by the hair and slammed his head against the wall. The wizard slid to the floor.

“There’s a touch of magic about you, lassie,” the dwarf said, advancing on her.

Nameless’s eyes smoldered and, to Nils, there was an aura about him that made him seem as hard as stone. Right now, Nils wouldn’t have wanted to be Ilesa for all the gold in Malkuth.

“Last warning, stumpy,” she said, pressing the blade harder and breaking the skin.

Nils felt a trickle of blood rolling down his neck. He was shaking now, and the pressure in his bladder was getting uncontrollable. What if the dwarf didn’t care? What if Ilesa slit his throat whatever Nameless did or didn’t do, just to make her point? This was not a good situation. Not good at all.

Nameless glowered and strode toward them. Ilesa backed away, pulling Nils by the hair, using him as a shield. Suddenly, she yelped and tripped over Nameless’s axe. Nils broke free and ran to stand behind the dwarf.

Ilesa still had hold of her dagger and rolled to her feet. She retreated through the door into the porch, drawing her sword with the other hand and narrowing her eyes. Nils noticed the absence of cleavage. Clearly she preferred the flat-chested look for fighting.

Nameless continued to advance unperturbed and picked up his axe. He slapped the haft into his palm and gave a satisfied growl. Ilesa stumbled back, then turned and scarpered.

“Hmm,” Nameless said, watching her go. “Nice arse, for a human.”

“Don’t go there,” Nils said. “She can change shape to get what she wants.”

“Interesting.” Nameless wrung some of the moisture from his beard. “Do you think she could lose a bit of height and sprout facial hair?”

Nils frowned at him, but Nameless was already on his way over to the upturned table. He picked up the two pieces of the great helm and stared at them for a moment before placing them back in his pack. He gave Jankson Brau a prod with his foot, but the mage just groaned.

“Shog,” Nameless said. “I was going to ask him if he’d seen any dwarves come through here.”

Nils puffed out his chest. “They did. Told me that before you came in. I was just on my way out to tell you when you barged in and nearly ruined a bloody good piece of work. That’s what you hired me for. Professionalism, they call it.”

Nameless snorted, and his eyes narrowed beneath their ledge-like brows. 

Nils felt an icy knot in his stomach, and licked his lips so that he could carry on.

“He said a whole bunch of dwarves passed through on their way to Qlippoth. That means they must have gone to Malfen. It’s the last border town, and there’s nowhere else for food and supplies within a hundred miles. Plus, it stands guard over the only pass through the Farfall Mountains.”

“Good,” Nameless said, chewing on the end of his mustache. “Good, good, excellent. Coming?” He strode to the door and peered out at the roiling clouds beyond the porch. “It’s a fine day for a stroll.”

Nils scampered after him. “That wasn’t part of the deal, remember? My job was to get you to Brau, nothing more.”

“True, true,” Nameless said. “And I thank you for your service. Good. Very good. Well done.”

With that, he wandered out into the rain, bellowing a tuneless song. Nils couldn’t quite catch the words, but he was sure there was something about a fat-bottomed girl and a flagon of ale.

Nils watched the dwarf disappear into the storm and then went to gather his coins and pouch. Jankson Brau stirred and muttered something. Fearing it might be a spell, Nils made a run for it.

He briefly considered going after the dwarf, but then common sense got the better of him, and he turned east for the long trek home to New Londdyr.







NAMELESS







The rain clouds scattered before a fierce northerly wind. By the time Aethir’s twin suns had dipped below the horizon, Nameless’s good humor had passed behind a heavy curtain of blackness.

The dark moods were never far from the surface these days. He’d always been prone to bouts of melancholy, but they’d grown more frequent and crippling since the atrocities at Arx Gravis; since the finding of the black axe.

Even now, even though it had been destroyed, the merest thought of the false Pax Nanorum sent the acid burn of desire through his veins. Nameless could still taste its promise of power, and still thrilled at the clarity and focus it gave him—the supreme confidence in his own righteousness.

Was he so easy to dupe? Had the axe played to his weaknesses, like the raven-haired woman’s arse? For all his strength, all his training and battle-hardiness, Nameless—or whatever he’d been called before he’d been stripped of his name—had fallen at the first hurdle. Under the spell of the axe, he’d achieved nothing but senseless destruction. If he hadn’t been stopped, he would unquestionably have been the last of the dwarves.

Where would it have ended? Would he have slaughtered everything in Malkuth? Would he have carved up the lunatic lands of Qlippoth?

Nameless winced, then took a deep breath and scanned the craggy escarpment. There was a spray of trees skirting the banks of a crater to the west. It was as good a place as any to set up camp for the night, and so he headed for it with the grim resolve to drive all thoughts from his mind before he ended up dashing his own brains out with a rock.

The gray half-light of dusk had given way to night by the time he’d got a fire going. He’d not brought a bedroll; he’d not even given it any thought upon leaving New Jerusalem, and had spent the last few nights cold and miserable.

Nameless found some jerky in the bottom of his pack and held it up before his face. He’d have sooner not eaten at all, but somewhere in the back of his mind he was nagged into doing so.

He ripped off a strip of meat with his teeth and chewed. Its saltiness roused his thirst, but he was out of drink. He spat out the half-chewed jerky and stared into the fire. The wood he’d found was damp and sent up more smoke than flame. It fizzed and hissed, popped and crackled, and whatever warmth it gave off was lost on him.

His head had started to pound from the ale. He shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. That’s how it always was. He drank until he dropped and then, at the merest sign of trouble, he was sober in an instant. Unfortunately, that didn’t spare him the hangover. He’d also noticed that, while drink picked his mood up, especially when in good company, afterwards he was plunged into a deep depression. Already his limbs felt heavy, and the bones seemed made of ice. His face had tightened into a mask of rapidly drying clay. It felt like some malign sorcerer had cursed him, causing his body to slowly petrify.

A distant screech tore through the night air. Nameless raised an eyelid but was met with only the heavy blackness of the sky, interspersed with pinpricks of silver.

Aethir’s moons would appear soon. They were always late on the heels of the setting suns. First, Raphoe would climb above the horizon so close you could reach out and touch her. Raphoe’s ivory glow provided as much light as the dawn on a clear night. Next pockmarked Charos would rise, and then the  tiny disk of Enoi, the smallest of the three.

The screech must have come from over the border. Malfen was only a few miles to the west, nestled between the Farfall Mountains and guarding the pass into Qlippoth. The denizens of Qlippoth seldom crossed the mountains, and if they did, there were Maresman on the prowl waiting to send them back to the dust.

But Qlippoth was where the dwarves were heading, such was their fear of what had happened in Arx Gravis, their fear of what Nameless had done to them.

Images of blood erupted in his mind. Images of slaughter.

Nameless groaned and tried to tear his thoughts away from the atrocities he’d committed with the axe. The grisly revenant of Thumil’s spitted head ghosted behind his eyelids, silently yelling accusation.

He removed the sundered great helm from his pack and then pulled out a heavy leather-bound book. It had belonged to Thumil.

Raphoe was half visible above the horizon now, and he could just about read by her light.

He opened the Liber Via at random, hoping to find some nugget of inspiration. In spite of everything, Cordy had given him Thumil’s precious scriptures, and then she’d left Arx Gravis, along with the rest of the dwarves. 

So far, the book represented nothing more than a vague hope—a hope that never lasted beyond the opening of its first pages.

He scanned the Old Dwarven words, looking for some sort of guidance.  Aristodeus had called them Latin, the same language the Senate used in New Londdyr. Nameless’s Old Dwarven was patchy, to say the least. He’d picked up most of it from his brother Lucius.

He flicked idly through the pages but saw nothing to latch on to. It was a hopeless activity in this mood. He closed the book with care and put it away. He was about to replace the pieces of the helm, but instead picked them up and studied them by the light of the fire.

The helm had been a desperate gambit. It had isolated him from the axe, stolen his name. But when it came down to it, when he’d followed Aristodeus’s plan to the letter and found the other three artifacts—the fire giant’s gauntlets, the lich lord’s armor, and the shield of warding—the helm had proven all but useless.

He dropped the two halves into the flames. He knew they wouldn’t burn, but he didn’t really care.

But it’s your mother’s helm, his pa Droom said at the back of his mind. The helm of a Dwarf Lord.

Nameless recalled the vision of Yyalla stepping from the frame of Durgish Duffin’s painting following the first massacre. He’d been in the cell, waiting to fall into a long and unnatural slumber. She’d looked at him with approval, with pride. But the way he saw it now, her look had been a lie, no better than the deceptions that had led him to almost wipe out his people.

Some sins can never be atoned for. He knew that now, as certainly as he’d known anything. But he still had to find the survivors of Arx Gravis. It was a compulsion stronger even than the need he’d had for the black axe. The best he could do was tell his people they were safe to go home. He should be the one to perish in Qlippoth.

Nameless tried to drag himself away from his thoughts, but his body refused to move. He sat as if he were entombed in stone, condemned to spend an eternity wallowing in misery and regret.

He twitched some life into his fingers and slowly curled them around the handle of the knife he’d picked up in New Londdyr when he’d bought his new axe. With his other tremulous hand, he opened the front of his shirt and drew the blade across his chest, leaving a deep wet gouge in its wake.

Action is what was needed. 

Nameless dropped the blade. 

Decisiveness. A course to follow.

He lay back on the hard ground as a new warmth seeped into his veins.

As soon as he’d rested, and morning had broken, he’d head into Malfen. There was something he needed to do before he continued with his quest: a badge that needed to be worn, a statement that he was no longer fit to be called a dwarf.

He yawned and studied the pallid face of Raphoe. Another screech sounded in the distance, and something fluttered across the moon. Probably just a bird, he thought, as weariness numbed his mind and sleep overcame him.







NILS







The milky disk of Raphoe loomed above the jagged horizon like a frosted mirror. Charos’s cratered face glowered opposite, spurned and vengeful. Tiny Enoi hung lonely in the darkness between them.

Nils shivered and hugged his damp cloak about his shoulders. To his tired eyes, the largest of the moons, Raphoe, looked like it was teetering, about to shatter across the Farfall Mountains.

He hunkered down by the embers of the dying fire. The drizzle had petered out, but the damage was done. His clothes were soaked through, and his bones might as well have been made of ice.

Perhaps he should have gone with the dwarf, after all.

He blew out a jet of air and watched it roil away as white mist. In his heart, he knew he wasn’t up to Malfen, not if there were any truth to the stories he’d heard about the place. It was just too darned close to Qlippoth and all the horrors that festered there.

An eerie screech split the still night air, and Nils sat bolt upright, straining his senses.

A shadow passed across the face of Raphoe and flitted off behind the valley wall. Probably a bat, Nils thought, and was about to settle himself back down when the screech came again, softer this time, but also nearer.

A black shape swooped down the embankment and flapped to the ground across the fire from him.

Nils backed away on his hands and feet, scrabbling for his sword. His fingers closed around the hilt, and he slid the blade from its scabbard.

The thing opposite craned its head and stretched out its huge wings. Nils could only see a silhouette against the ivory backdrop of Raphoe, but he could tell it was a bird of some sort. A very large bird—half as tall as a man, and with a neck like a shepherd’s crook. The bird-thing drew its wings around its body, shook its head, and started to grow.

Nils stood and scurried backward as the air rippled around the creature. There was a whiff of sulfur, a fizzing crackle, and Nils found himself gawping at the night-blackened outline of a man.

“Well met, young traveler,” the man said in a voice both strong and amiable. “I am Silas Thrall, and I am very, very lost.”

“Stand where I can see you,” Nils said, waving his sword. His heart bounced in his ribcage, and his knees were trembling.

Silas Thrall circled the fire until he was standing in the stark light of Raphoe, half his features still in darkness. He was a tall man, lean and angular. The moonlight cast deep shadows upon his face, making his eyes seem more like empty sockets. It was a stern face, drawn and sallow. He had the look of a pasty scholar about him, like the academics at the Academy in New Jerusalem. He wore a long black coat that came to his ankles. The frilled cuffs of a pale shirt peeked from beneath the coat sleeves, and a canvass bag hung over one shoulder.

“You a demon?” Nils took a two-handed grip on his sword to steady it. His fingers felt numb, his legs weak and ungainly. “Have you put the curse on me?”

Silas speared him with a look that blazed from the gloom.

“Fiends rarely cross the mountains from Qlippoth,” he said with a sly look to the horizon. “And the last I heard, there were no demons in Malkuth—unless you count certain senators I could mention. No, my friend, I am but a simple scholar, and your curse is nothing more than the fouling of your britches.”

Nils let go of the sword with one hand so he could feel his behind. “What you saying? I ain’t scared. I’m a guildsman.”

Silas sat on his haunches and gave a withering look at the failing fire. “That I don’t doubt,” he said, moving his hand above the embers and causing them to roar back to life. “Now, my good fellow, what say you put away the sword and join me for a late supper?”

“What we gonna eat?” Nils said. “Dirt? Maggots? I tell you, I’m starving, and I’ve found nothing that will fill a rat’s belly.”

“Then you’ve been looking in the wrong places,” Silas said, snapping his fingers and sighing with satisfaction.

Nils gawped at the blazing fire. A haunch of lamb was turning on a spit, fat popping and sizzling in the flames. Fresh baked rolls appeared at his feet with a selection of cheeses and a couple of glasses of wine.

“How—?”

Silas seated himself cross-legged on the ground and lifted his glass. He took a long sniff, sipped, and swilled the wine around in his mouth before swallowing. 

“It’s not just demons who work wonders,” he said, breaking off a piece of cheese and holding it before his mouth. “There are a thousand ways to tap the occult energies surrounding us, and a thousand names for those who do so. I’ve known wizards and mages, sorcerers and shamans, prestidigitators, alchemists and necromancers.” He said the last in a hushed tone, and gave Nils a sideways glance. “Science, magic, dream-lore. Call it what you will. I choose ‘providence’ and, for myself, I take the name of student.”

Nils wanted to say something but found his eyes drawn to the feast laid out before him. His lips were dripping saliva, and his stomach groaned like a creaking door. He snatched up a roll and tore into it, at the same time cramming in a hunk of cheese and slurping down some wine.

Silas watched him with eyes wreathed in shadow. “Enjoy,” he said, “and when you’ve finished, perhaps there’s something you can do for me.”

“What?” Nils grunted through a mouthful of food. His nose drew him to the roasting lamb, and he dropped the roll and took up his sword so he could cut himself a slice. It was awkward work that nearly cost him a finger, but the end result was worth it. He crammed as much meat as he could in his mouth and licked the grease from his fingers.

“As I said,”—Silas leaned toward him—“I am lost. I hail from the Academy at New Londdyr and lack the practical skills necessary for such a journey as I have undertaken.”

Nils chewed rapidly and swallowed, washing the lamb down with another gulp of wine. “Why come all the way out here? Don’t you know this is the borderland? There’s nothing beyond those mountains other than Qlippoth, and believe me, that’s somewhere you don’t want to go.”

“Oh, pish,” Silas said. “Stories to scare the unenlightened. There are things hidden in Qlippoth you wouldn’t believe. But first I must find Malfen. I’ve reason to believe a certain Shent may have information that could help me in my quest.”

“The Ant-Man?” Nils said. “You’ve got to be joking. I heard he eats travelers for breakfast.”

Silas laughed. It was a good-natured laugh, honest and straight from the belly. “More tales to frighten the children with. Call me an old cynic,” he said, “but I think our beloved senators put this sort of thing about to keep the slaves in their place.”

Nils impaled another piece of meat on the tip of his sword and slid it free with his fingers. “What slaves? There’s no slaves in New Londdyr. That’s why it’s the city of the free. Even when Sektis Gandaw lorded it over Malkuth, the city stayed independent.”

Silas shook his head, as if Nils were a naive child. “We’re all slaves, my friend, penned in by those mighty Cyclopean walls. Oh, I’ll agree they were built to keep Gandaw out in the first instance, but what purpose do they serve now?”

“The gates open every day,” Nils said. “People can come and go as they please.”

“Ah,” Silas said with a jab of his finger. “But who does, besides intrepid travelers like you and me? My guess is that most of the citizens of New Londdyr feel much safer holed up behind those walls, and are encouraged to feel that way by silly stories about ant-men and demons beyond the mountains. All these lands out here, all these wonders to explore, and we are kept from it by a profiteering Senate that keeps a docile slave labor force.”

“I don’t know,” Nils said. And he didn’t. He didn’t have the slightest interest in politics. Far as he was concerned, this Silas Thrall was a woolly-thinking academic with his head in the clouds. Back in the city, Nils would probably have just slit the shogger’s throat and run off with whatever was in his bag. At least, he liked to think he would’ve. But he wasn’t in the city. He was miles from anywhere, cold and hungry, and Silas Thrall had just proven his worth ten times over.

“All right,” Nils said. “I can find Malfen for you, but I ain’t sticking around while you meet Shent.”

“Excellent,” Silas said, standing and weaving his hand through the air. The fire returned to cinders, and the food evaporated into the night.

“But I’m not finished,” Nils said.

“Half now, half when we get to Malfen,” Silas said, crossing his arms.

Nils glowered but couldn’t think of nothing he could do about it. “Fine,” he said. “Follow me.”







SILAS







Silas stumbled along cursing his lack of fitness. The dismal twilight was no help, either. Raphoe might have cast a wide glow, but it smothered the landscape in a gray similitude that gave it a dreamlike quality. It reminded him very much of tales of the Void, where disembodied wraiths roamed lost and uncomprehending, with no recollection of their former lives and no awareness of anything save their insatiable longing—for something as elusive as the ghostly lights that baited travelers to their slow, suffocating deaths in the quagmires of the Sour Marsh.

Nils looked back at him as infuriatingly spritely and cocksure as he’d been from the beginning of the trek.

“Almost there,” his voice cut across the night like a trumpet blast. “There’s an orange glow from beyond the ridge. Probably lanterns atop the walls.”

“Or the fiery maws of hungry devils,” Silas muttered under his breath.

His good humor had vanished with his energy. He was beginning to wish he’d learned to ride, rather than wasting away his youth picking pockets, and his adulthood in the ivory towers of academia. Physical prowess was for meatheads and morons, he’d always said, but now he was starting to see the other side of the coin.

“Why don’t you turn into a bird again?” Nils said, jogging back alongside him.

I would if I could, Silas thought. He was still swamped with fatigue and nausea from the last metamorphosis. Plebs like Nils had no idea how demanding the mantic arts could be—particularly for a beginner.

“Mustn’t squander power,” he huffed as he started up yet another scree slope. “Never know when you might need it.”

“Soon as we see the town walls, I’m out of here,” Nils said, hands on hips. “Reckon you’ve got enough power for the rest of my food?” His hand strayed to the hilt of his sword.

Silas’s eyes narrowed, and he drew his coat around him. “You’ll get what you deserve, boy,” he said in the coldest, most rasping voice he could manufacture.

Nils took a step back and tripped over a rock. “We had a deal, remember,” he said, rolling to his feet and puffing his chest out.

Silas found it all faintly comical, particularly the way Nils’s voice went from a shrill falsetto to a gruff baritone in the space of a few heartbeats. “Oh, I remember.” He drew himself up to his full height and glowered. “I never forget.”

Nils blinked rapidly. He swallowed, made a show of dusting himself off, and turned back to the slope.

Silas breathed a sigh of relief and started after him. His fingers drummed against the side of his satchel, and he felt the reassuring bulk of the grimoire. He unclasped the bag as he walked and let his hand creep inside to stroke the rough leather of the book’s binding. He fought the overwhelming urge to sit and thumb through the ancient pages right here under the pale glare of Raphoe and the distant glow of her siblings.

The grimoire had called to him every night since he’d stolen it from the Academy. The pages seemed to speak, urge him on. Every sentence was a promise that compelled further reading. He only stopped when his brain was burning with new concepts that threatened to split his sanity. One more word, it seemed to say, one more paragraph. If you get to the end of the chapter, what knowledge will be yours! What power!

Poppycock, Silas had thought when Professor Gillis had lectured on the insidious pull of Blightey’s book. A grimoire of the Eleventh Degree, so its author claimed: the blackest and most esoteric of all magical writings. It was reputedly a record and an instructional manual of the occult practices of Dr. Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia. The bogey man. Silas had scoffed at Gillis’s melodramatic warning to the students. Another invention to frighten the ignorant.

Against the most sacred prohibitions of the Academy, Silas had used the skills he’d acquired in his youth to break into the labyrinthine scriptorium in the basement, where all the forbidden manuscripts were preserved—the records of the Technocrat, Sektis Gandaw; the Annals of the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch, the mythical lost city that had preceded Arx Gravis; the Testimonies of the Early Settlers, the people who’d been brought to Aethir from beyond the stars by Sektis Gandaw’s homunculi; and the Journals of Skeyr Magnus, the half-breed who’d stolen secrets from the Perfect Peak and sought to rival the Technocrat’s power over machines. During a confrontation with the Senate a couple of years back, Magnus had been killed by one of his own contraptions.

“Told you,” Nils hollered from the top of the ridge. “Malfen.”

Silas struggled up beside him and looked down the escarpment. Flaming torches hung from sconces around high walls that ran across the pass at the foot of the Farfalls. The mountains rose like gigantic steps into the receding distance, never sheer, their gradient long and gentle, as if they had been poured like molten sludge upon the plains between Malkuth and Qlippoth.

“Look down there,” Nils said, pointing at the immense gate.

Silas squinted. It was more of a portcullis than a gate, probably of wrought iron, and virtually impregnable. Shadowy forms passed back and forth behind the grille. It seemed that Malfen never slept, and that it was going to be impossible to enter discreetly.

“What will you do?” Nils asked.

Silas was tempted to march right up and demand a meeting with Shent, but something told him that wasn’t such a good idea. His optimism had deserted him, and the scene below was unnerving.

Malfen looked like a clump of warped and twisted structures that had been randomly thrown together. The alleyways between houses were narrow and winding, giving the whole place the appearance of a spider’s web. Shapes crept through the dark spaces and a reddish haze hung over the town like a cloak of blood.

Not for the first time, Silas wished he’d never clapped eyes on Blightey’s grimoire. If it hadn’t been for the entry about the planting of the Lich Lord’s staff in a secret place in Qlippoth, nothing would have dragged him within a hundred miles of Malfen. That, and the uncovering of a poem by the foppish Quintus Quincy, who’d claimed the Ant-Man knew of every incursion into Qlippoth, and had captured anyone lucky enough to escape the lands of nightmare and wrung their secrets from them. Silas had caught up with Quincy in The Wyrm’s Head in New Londdyr. The old soak had talked like a gossiping housewife once Silas had stood him a few rounds.

Quincy said the Ant-Man was just a nickname fashioned to terrorize the people of Malfen into meeting his demands—the usual sort of things: protection and extortion.

Quincy’s source had been the journal of some gold-digging chancer called Noris Bellosh who’d spent a year and a day in Qlippoth before falling into Shent’s hands. Bellosh had served Shent for almost a decade, and he believed the Ant-Man knew more about Qlippoth than anyone alive. Shent, he said, had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of the geography of the nightmare lands pieced together from the agonized testimonies of his victims. Bellosh had claimed Shent literally was an ant-human hybrid, but Quincy attributed that to the man’s sensationalism. Bellosh had been offered a small fortune for publication of his journal but hadn’t lived to capitalize on it. He’d eaten poisoned walnut and date bread—his favorite repast—and the journal had disappeared. Quincy had bought it from a man named Albert in one of New Jerusalem’s flea markets.

Silas shook his head. It had started as a playful quest. He had rummaged around in libraries, visited the most ancient sites of New Londdyr. He’d spoken with wizards, and even flown on a mysterious air-raft with the mad mage, Magwitch, looking for the ancient portals that Blightey’s grimoire stated existed between the worlds. All a wild goose chase, Silas had concluded, but still the book urged him on.

Finding out about Blightey had proven more or less impossible. As Silas had learned from the diary portions of the book, Blightey was not from Aethir. He came from a place called London, so he claimed. From what Silas could gather from the later entries, the place had subsequently changed names many times. Blightey had subsequently ruled the country of Verusia, where he’d fought valiantly against the despotism of an evil empire known as “The Nousian Theocracy’. On several occasions, he had trodden the paths of the Abyss, and once emerged from the pit of Gehenna into Qlippoth. He’d left his staff there, planted in the loam of nightmares to await the coming of someone he called ‘The Worthy’.

Throughout all his research, Silas had been skeptical, but nevertheless, the more he learned, the more he wanted to know. He studied assiduously, and if he didn’t read through the brittle pages of the grimoire until his head was ready to burst, he couldn’t sleep. He thought of little else, and whenever he was deprived of the chance to dip into the tome, he’d find himself irascible, bordering on frantic.

“Well?” Nils’s nagging voice cut through the fug of Silas’s pensiveness. “I can’t stand here all day. I got you to Malfen, now you need to keep your side of the deal.”

Silas sighed and started to weave his hands through the air, when he spotted something off to the left at the foot of the slope.

A few hundred yards out from the town wall, the blackness pooled in a circle.

“What’s that?” Silas asked, pointing.

Nils took a step forward and yelped as he slid on the scree. The slope shifted behind him, and he was caught in a great tide of slate and rock that carried him all the way to the bottom.

Silas trudged down after him, surfing the scree in fits and starts, flapping his arms for balance. He hopped off at the bottom and offered Nils a hand up.

“Great!” Nils said. “Shogging great! Now I’ve gotta climb—”

Silas pressed a finger to his lips for silence as something emerged from the circle of blackness. It was the size of a horse but with a segmented body and thin articulated legs. Antennae twitched upon a bulbous head, and twin eyes the size of saucers shone cyan in the pale moonlight.

“What is it?” Nils fumbled with his sword and tried to back up the slope. The way the scree slid under his feet, it may as well have been a waterfall.

Another creature darted from the aperture, mandibles clacking like shears. Silas’s heart thumped in his chest as scores more poured forth and scuttled toward them.

“Ants,” he said with as much awe as fear.

Nils was looking frantically to left and right, but there was nowhere to run. 

Silas put a calming hand on his shoulder. “Let’s just hope the stories are true this time,” he said. “For if there are giant ants, maybe there’s also an ant-man to command them.”

The ants were so close that Silas could hear the clacking of their mandibles. They stopped mere inches away, their antennae twitching, front legs pawing the air. Nils was trembling so much, Silas thought the lad was going to faint.

Behind the wall of ants, two men approached. Moonlight glinted from the blades of a pair of daggers the smaller man carried. The other, a big man with a hooked nose, brandished a long knife and swished a net before him. The ants parted to let them through, and the small man spoke.

“Trying to sneak in under cover of darkness?”

“Absolutely not,” Silas said in his most innocent voice.

“Shut it!” the man snarled. “We ain’t stupid here, whatever you civilized types might reckon. And we ain’t rude, neither, are we Venn?”

The man with the net flashed a crooked smile. “No, we’re most hospitable, Carl. That’s why we came to greet you.”

Silas didn’t like the look in Venn’s eyes: calculating and full of threat, like a crocodile poking its head above the surface of a swamp. He reached into the depths of his mind, clutching for some strand of magic he could use.

“You the Ant-Man?” Nils asked in a shaky voice.

Carl laughed, a ghastly guttural sound. “No, I ain’t the Ant-Man, boy, and neither’s Venn here.”

Silas closed in on a black misty thread at the edges of his awareness and let its puissance start to blossom.

“That,” Carl said, turning to look over his shoulder, “is the Ant-Man.”

Silas froze at the sight lumbering toward them. He hardly noticed the burgeoning magic slip from his grasp and disperse back into emptiness.

A hulking man lurched past Venn and Carl. Only it wasn’t a man. It stood on legs that bent backwards, with spines jutting from the shins. The torso was a thick carapace like a black breastplate, and the cuneate head was dominated by the same saucer-like eyes and clacking mandibles the ants had. Knotted muscular arms—human arms—folded over the chitinous chest.

“Shent?” Silas whispered.

With a whoosh of air, Venn’s net smothered Silas, and something heavy crashed into his skull. As he was buried in blackness, he heard pleading, as if it came from a fading dream.

“Please! I brought him to you. I’m your friend.”

Nils, Silas thought as awareness left him. You little—







NAMELESS







Each stroke of the razor sent black hair to the floorboards. Rodents as tame as house cats scampered and gamboled through the growing pile. Besides the scraping of the blade, the breathing of the barber, the only other sound was the squeaking of valves on the oil lamps as a boy killed their flames. A hooded lantern hung above the barber’s head, throwing grotesque shadows across the shop—a twisted demon with a sword that hacked the scalp of a squatting aberration.

“Beard as well, d’you say?”

“Aye,” Nameless muttered through the mummifying strictures of his depression.

The shadow demon hesitated, its sword held aloft for the killing blow.

“Just want to be sure,” the barber said. “Don’t get many dwarves in here. In fact, you’re the first.”

The barber came round the front holding the razor beside his ear. Shadows fled before him.

“Sure you’re comfy? I can get Mikey to fetch a box to rest your feet on.”

“No.” Nameless’s voice was little more than a rasp. 

He tried to focus on the barber, but it was like squinting through a long, dark tunnel. With the effort it would have taken for him to climb out of a hot tub on a cold day, Nameless willed himself beyond his clotting memories and forced his attention back into the world.

The barber had a hard face: wrinkles like scars, red and angry; eyes narrow and darting—the sort always seeking an opportunity. The way he held the blade was at once effeminate and clinical. His stance was both sloppy and poised, conveying weakness with a rumor of violence. As he slipped back behind, Nameless imagined the razor nicking his throat, and felt the plaster of his face crack into a smile.

“D’you get much call for barbers in Arx Gravis?” The blade glided down one cheek and came to rest by the jugular.

“Not much call for anything in Arx Gravis these days,” Nameless said, watching a rat scamper across the floor. “Place is empty. A city of ghosts.”

“Get away!” The blade scraped below Nameless’s chin, and the barber flicked hair from it with a snap of his wrist.

“News must travel slowly in Malfen,” Nameless said.

“Don’t travel at all, if you ask me. Not much call for it. We got more than one foot in Qlippoth, and that works well enough for most. Reckon Malkuthians can go shog themselves, no offense meant.”

Nameless’s face grew weary of smiling. He drew in his brows as a dark mass of memories bubbled up from his gut. “Wouldn’t describe myself as Malkuthian any longer, laddie.”

The barber stepped back in front, wiping the blade on his apron. “Think I know what you mean.” His eyes glinted like fool’s gold, his face unnaturally long and pallid in the lantern-light. “Guess that’s how we all feel. Nobody comes to Malfen unless they have to. What you do?” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Kill someone?”

Nameless shut his eyes, letting the wave of bloody faces wash over him, hearing their cries, seeing the condemnation in their eyes. His muscles stiffened. His hands gripped the chair so tight the wood began to creak.

The barber seemed to get the message and resumed his scraping, until finally he stood back and held a mirror up in front of Nameless’s face.

“Smooth as a baby’s…Well, you get my meaning.”

Nameless winced. He had to tell himself the barber couldn’t possibly have known about what he’d done. Couldn’t have been referring to baby Marla.

He focused on the mirror. He was completely hairless. Like an egg—pale and shiny. Nameless had never seen his face like this—naked, square-jawed and grim; etched with deep grooves swimming with shadow. His brow looked heavier, like the crags of Gehenna. Maybe it was the dim light, but his brown eyes seemed black, pooling with misdeeds.

He pushed out of the chair and peered through the gloom for his rucksack.

“Over there.” The barber pointed. “Oops. Seems you left it open. Now what’ve we got here?” He bent down and pulled Thumil’s Liber Via from the pack, thumbing through the pages like a connoisseur. With a look of distaste, he dropped it and rubbed his hands on his apron.

“What the Abyss are you doing reading Ancient Urddynoorian? Dead language, if you ask me.”

Nameless grabbed him by the collar and rammed his head into the wall. The barber squawked, and his eyes bulged from their sockets.

“Friend gave it to me, laddie. Reckon it’s between me and her, don’t you?”

He fished about in the barber’s apron pocket, until he was met with the clinking of coins. He made a fist around the money and raised it to the barber’s face.

“You got anything else of mine, laddie?”

“Insurance.” The barber cringed, sliding down the wall and slumping to the floor. “In case you didn’t pay.”

Nameless glowered. 

The barber buried his head in his hands.

“Far as I’m concerned,” Nameless said, “a man should be given what he deserves.” He pocketed the coins and scowled about the room. “Now, where’s my shogging axe?”

The barber whimpered and gestured with one hand while shielding his eyes with the other. “Mercy!” he pleaded.

“Like that’s your middle name.” Nameless snatched up his axe. He shouldered his pack and booted the door open. “Not forgetting anything, am I?” He paused in the doorway, fingers drumming against the jamb.

“Uh?”

“Nothing I owe you?”

“Uh, no.”

“Good. Can’t be too sure these days. Memory’s not what it used to be. It’s a shogging inconvenience when you can’t even recall your own name.”

He strode from the shop into the damp streets of Malfen—and straight into two of the most vicious faces he’d seen outside of the fighting circles.

“Shent wants to see you,” said a hook-nosed scoundrel brandishing a long knife and sweeping a net before his feet. The man was tanned and muscular, towering above Nameless. He was naked from the waist up, save for leather pauldrons strapped to his shoulders.

“You a fighter?” Nameless said.

“We both are,” the other man said, dropping into a crouch and drawing twin daggers. He was lithe and sullen-looking, eyes like slits spitting venom. “Perhaps you’ve heard of us: Carl the Cat’s Claw.” He gave a little bow. “And that there”—he indicated hook-nose—“is Venn the Ripper.”

Nameless shook his head. “No, not ringing any bells, laddie. Suppose I could’ve forgotten. I was just saying to what’s-his-name in the barber’s thingy that I can’t even recollect my own—”

The door opened behind Nameless, and he cast his eyes over his shoulder to see the barber looming in the doorway, bashing a club against the palm of his hand.

“Not so tough now, are you?” the barber said, as the Cat’s Claw and the Ripper closed in.

“One moment, lads.” Nameless held up a hand. “A question, before we all commit ourselves.”

“What?” Venn said. The veins on his forearm stood out from where he gripped his knife too tight.

“Well, I was wondering”—Nameless turned half toward the barber—“if our friend here has an epithet to match your own.”

The barber looked blankly from Venn to Carl.

“No?” Nameless said. “What’s your name, then?” He glanced at the sign above the door—Roger’s Cuts—and shook his head. “Shame. I can just see it now. Three tombstones: ‘Here lie Venn the Ripper, Carl the Cat’s Claw, and…Roger.’ Doesn’t quite have the same panache.”

“Ain’t gonna be no tombstones, baldy,” Venn said. “Unless you don’t do as you’re told. Shent ain’t playing. No one comes to Malfen without going through him.”

Nameless did his best to stifle a laugh. He was starting to enjoy himself. He’d been wondering if the black dog mood was ever going to lift.

“You make him sound like a bowel, which I suppose he is, in a sense, when you consider the cesspool he lords it over.”

There was a whisper of movement to his right, and before he’d had chance to really register it, Nameless’s axe crunched satisfyingly against something pulpy and pliant. Pink-stained teeth clattered from the blade. 

The axe-head was lodged firmly in the barber’s mouth, half way to the back of his head.

Nameless looked over his shoulder at Venn and Carl and gave an apologetic shrug. When he wrenched the axe free, the barber’s knees buckled, and he fell like a sack of rotten apples.

Carl advanced, licking his lips and weaving his daggers through the air. 

Venn put a hand on his shoulder.

“What’s it going to be, laddies?” Nameless hefted his axe and gave them his broadest grin. “If it’s a fight you want, I’d suggest a little more commitment. All that sweating and creeping tells me more than you’d want me to know; and the hand on the shoulder thing is a dead giveaway.”

Venn removed his hand and squared up to Nameless. “You gonna come?”

“If you’ll lead the way. Shent’s top dog here, is he?”

A sly look passed between Carl and Venn.

“You could say that,” the Cat’s Claw said.

“In a manner of speaking.” The Ripper gave the slightest of winks.

“Good,” Nameless said. “Then show me the sights. This way?” He started down the street.

“Just follow,” Venn said, striding in front and leaving Carl to bring up the rear.

Venn led them past terraces of crumbling buildings with threadbare shutters and boarded up doorways. Refuse spilled into the road, gathering in piles, through which ragged people scavenged.

They took a left turn into a narrow alleyway heaped with carrion—some of it human. There was a stench like rotting vegetables mingled with bad eggs and ordure. Nameless gagged and struggled for breath. Carl tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his mouth and nose, but Venn seemed quite unaffected by the smell, and walked through the carcasses with the assurance of a man well at home.

The alleyway took them to a sprawl of streets where balconies hung overhead, blocking out the ruddy light filtering through the smog. A crash from above, followed by screaming, tightened Nameless’s grip on his axe, but he showed no alarm lest his company took any confidence from it.

Venn’s pace quickened as they came upon a sheer gradient wending downward beneath an arch and continuing into the gloom. Shadowy figures haunted the doorways as they descended the cobbled road, sometimes stepping toward them before retreating at a wave from Venn or Carl.

“See what it means to have a name here?” the Cat’s Claw whispered in Nameless’s ear. “Not just a given name, if you get my drift, but a reputation.”

“This Shent we’re off to see,”—Nameless kept his voice strident and cheerful—“does he have such a name?” He already knew the answer, but he thought one of them might say more, reveal something of the truth of Shent’s nature.

“That he does,” Carl said. “Likes to be known as the Ant-Man of Malfen.”

“It has a certain ring to it,” Nameless said.

Venn flashed a malign glare over his shoulder. “It’s a name to be feared.”

“Indeed.” Nameless looked about in an exaggerated manner. His gaze was returned by the hungry eyes of rats watching from the gutter.

“What is it?” Venn asked through clenched teeth.

“Trying to find somewhere to relieve myself.” Nameless rubbed his guts. “All this scaremongering is unsettling my stomach.”

“No time,” Venn said. “We’ve arrived.”

The path opened onto a circle of flagstones beneath the central district. A giant of a man in a hodgepodge of armor—studded leather cuirass, bronze besagews, a steel gorget, and fluted silver cuisses—stood guard over a grille set into the ground. Nameless reckoned he must have been at least seven feet tall.

“Ripper. Cat’s Claw.” The giant acknowledged them in a rumbling bass. “What’s this? A dwarf for Shent?”

Nameless craned his neck to met the giant’s gaze, smiling, as if they were old friends. “A dwarf no longer, I’m afraid.” He rubbed his shaven scalp. “But I’m sure your master will enjoy me just the same.”

Venn and Carl sniggered, and the giant let out a resounding peal of laughter.

“Maybe he’ll give you to me,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “That’d be fun.”

“I’d pay to see that fight,” Carl said. “A giant hammering a dwarf.”

“I’ve beaten bigger,” Nameless said. “The last one wasn’t so cocky when I pulped his head with my fists.”

A group of rats had encircled them, as if waiting for a show.

“Try that with me.” The giant bunched his shoulders and scowled.

“Maybe later, Arik,” Venn said, swishing his net and sounding bored. “Shent’ll have to see him first.”

Arik’s glare promised violence, but then he growled and bent down to heave open the grille.

Venn led the way into a shaft, taking hold of metal rungs set into the wall and climbing down. Nameless was next. He gave Arik his most dismissive sneer as he clambered into the darkness. Carl came last. The grille clanged shut, leaving the three descending toward a flickering orange glow from the depths.

The shaft dropped them into an earthen tunnel with guttering torches set in brackets along the walls. Distant groans wafted to meet them amid the constant background of clacking and scraping.

Venn shot Nameless an evil smile.

The passageway opened onto a vast cavern bored out of the dry earth. Shapes scuttled in the shadows by the walls, and from the high ceiling hung the bodies of humans strung up by their wrists and twirling at the ends of ropes like cocoons in the breeze. Some were close to the ceiling, thirty-odd feet above, where the ropes ran through pulleys. Others almost touched the floor.

Nameless gasped as he saw that most of the victims were mutilated, missing chunks of flesh or even entire limbs. 

A withered old man came into focus, one leg severed at the knee, muscle and sinew trailing in strips, as if the limb had been torn apart—or bitten off. 

There were too many bodies to count, suspended like cured meat in a butcher’s shop, some waxy and blotched with blue, others in the final stages of life, breath rattling from failing lungs. Those nearest the ceiling were long dead, little more than skeletons held together by fraying cartilage.

Someone stepped out from behind a spinning carcass and Nameless froze in astonishment.

“Hello again,” Nils said. The lad’s eyes flicked to the ceiling, where a huge black shape was hanging, about to drop. “What happened to your hair?”

Something crashed into the back of Nameless’s head, and he fell heavily. He tried to rise but was struck again. His mouth tasted mud, before he was swallowed by darkness.







SILAS







Silas saw everything, hanging by his wrists, the cords biting into his flesh and cutting close to the bone. His long legs enabled him to touch the ground with the tips of his toes but it brought scant relief. Blood oozed down his forearms, staining the once-white fabric of his shirt-sleeves.

He swayed aside from the clacking mandibles of a giant ant that pushed amongst the bodies, no doubt selecting the next morsel for its master.

Silas craned his neck, looking for another glimpse of that sniveling brat, Nils. Either the lad had set him up or he’d just acted out of self-preservation. More likely the latter, Silas thought. He doubted Nils had the intelligence to plan for something like this. If he had, and Silas had just chanced upon him out in the wilds, it was an ill fate that guided him. Maybe he should have left the grimoire alone after all. Maybe Professor Gillis had been right: no good could ever come from any work of Otto Blightey’s. Knowing Silas’s luck, the blasted book was cursed.

He looked down, suddenly aware that the weight was gone from his shoulder. The bag—and the grimoire it contained—was missing. Silas thrashed about at the end of his tether and felt the first clutch of need around his heart. A thousand shards of ice pierced his veins and sweat beaded on his forehead.

Shent’s henchmen, the brawny hook-nosed one and the lean blackguard with the daggers, hauled the dwarf into position beside Silas and started to string him up. The dwarf moaned as the ropes tightened and he was lifted from the ground. Hook-nose kicked his pack aside and slung his axe on top of it.

“Not so smug now,” the lean one said.

“Come on,” his brawny sidekick said. “Let’s tell Shent what we got for him.”

Silas waited until the two exited down one of the many tunnels leading from the cave. The ant rubbed past him again, a human hand clutched in its mandibles, dripping gore. When he was sure it had gone, he swung himself towards the newcomer and kicked him in the shin. The dwarf’s head came up, he muttered something, and then sagged back down again.

“Wake up!” Silas hissed, looking around furtively in case any ants or Shent’s thugs were coming.

He took another kick, this time catching the dwarf in the groin.

“What the shog!” the dwarf roared, eyes wide and furious. It took him a moment to realize his hands were tied and that he hung like a slaughtered lamb from the ceiling.

“Quiet,” Silas said.

“Something hit me,” the dwarf grumbled, rolling his neck. There was a swelling the size of an egg on his bald head.

“You a dwarf or just a very small human?” Silas asked.

“Neither.”

“I see. In any case, my friend, you are the brightest hope I’ve seen since being accosted last night. I take it you had a good look at our neighbors before the skinny one hit you.”

The dwarf nodded, scanning the cave again, brows knitting darkly, eyes like black pebbles taking it all in. “You have a plan?”

“Always,” Silas said. “Only, on this occasion I required a bit of muscle to execute it. You didn’t happen to see a canvas satchel on your way in, did you? Always sleep with it beside me and couldn’t bear to lose it.”

That was the mother of all understatements. Before the dwarf could answer there was a flurry of activity from the tunnels and scores of giant ants scuttled into the cave.

“This is new,” Silas whispered. The dwarf merely frowned. “Silas Thrall, by the way. Thought you should know that, if we’re to die together.”

“That’s your plan?”

Silas tried to quell the panic welling up within him. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

The hook-nosed thug and his scrawny companion entered next, and behind them shambled the aberration that had confronted Silas at the foot of the scree slope.

“See what they mean by Ant-Man,” the dwarf muttered. “In case you’re wondering, laddie, I have no name, but friends call me Nameless.”

“Nameless?” Silas licked his lips and despised the quaver in his voice. “It has a pleasing irony.” He squirmed and wriggled, cursing his misfortune and the fact that he desperately needed to urinate.

Shent’s mandibles clacked in short bursts that were answered in kind by the monstrous ants fanning out around the room. Silas counted twenty, but more were still pouring through the openings.

The Ant-Man’s body was more visible in the flickering light of the cave—his torso a parody of a human’s, but chitinous rather than fleshy. The head was pure ant, sleek and glistening, incarnadine eyes reflecting Silas’s face back at him until they mercifully turned on the dwarf. Bulging humanoid arms terminated in long sinewy fingers, but the legs were insectoid with hooked claws.

“A dwarf.” Shent wriggled his fingers before Nameless’ face. Silas tensed, expecting the Ant-Man to rip the dwarf’s eyes out. “A fellow victim.” Shent reached out to stroke Nameless’ cheek. “One of Sektis Gandaw’s creatures.”

“I’m no one’s creature,” Nameless said, eyes not wavering from the insect-thing facing him.

Shent made a series of clicking noises that might have been laughter. “Cutting your hair doesn’t change what you are; what he made you.”

The dwarf glowered beneath heavy brows but then dropped his chin to his chest.

“We are related in purpose.” The Ant-Man tilted his head as if trying to make eye contact. “Gandaw melded the flesh of humans to that of the homunculi to form the dwarves. Your people were made for the deep places of the earth—for the mining of scarolite.”

The dwarf snorted contemptuously. “And what were you made for? Harvesting bullshit?”

Shent stiffened, his mandibles vibrating with tiny tremors.

“The dwarves were made hardy,” he went on, but his voice was strained. There was an atmosphere between him and the dwarf as taut as a bowstring. “The homunculi could find the ore and work it, but they lacked the strength to cut it from the rock. Gandaw knew the power of scarolite and knew what it would be worth to others. That’s why he made my ants—to guard the mines, to protect his secrets.” Shent lowered his eyes and a shudder passed through his carapace. “I was made to control them, for they lacked a queen and could not understand the speech of humans.”

“What happened?” Silas asked. “How’d you come to be here?”

Shent’s eyes rolled towards him and Silas berated himself for not keeping quiet. After a pause, the Ant-Man gave his answer to the dwarf.

“When your people rebelled, when they turned against Gandaw during his first attempt at the Unweaving, there was no more use for my ants. We were forgotten. At least, we thought we were forgotten until the metal demons were sent to eradicate us. You see, Sektis Gandaw never liked to leave loose ends. He was a perfectionist, a trait that found its fulfillment in his lunatic project of unmaking the worlds. Thousands of my ants were incinerated by the death-magic of Gandaw’s sentroids; the rest, I led towards the relative safety of Qlippoth. We got as far as the Farfall Mountains but my ants would go no further. It was the first time they had refused my command. That is how we came to Malfen.”

“And you,” Shent turned his eyes on Silas, who wished he knew a spell that could stop him wetting his britches. “What brought you to Malfen in the middle of the night? Did you think to avoid my toll? You look like an intelligent man. Did it never occur to you to wonder why others hadn’t tried your plan?”

Silas shook his head so hard it made him giddy. “I wasn’t trying to sneak in. I was trying to help my companion who’d just slid down the scree. And whilst we’re on that point, don’t believe a word the little toe-rag tells you. He didn’t bring me to you—I came of my own accord.”

Shent gave a staccato clack of his mandibles. For an instant Silas thought that the walls behind the Ant-Man were writhing and shifting, but then he focused and saw that scores of giant ants were crawling over every available inch. He looked up and struggled to make saliva. There were dozens of them clinging to the ceiling.

“So,” Shent said, “you came to pay me a visit, did you? Did you book an appointment?” More clicking, and this time the giant ants seemed to join in. The hooked-nosed goon and his scrawny comrade hooted with mirth.

“Tell me your name,” Shent went on. “Perhaps I will remember you.”

“Silas Thrall.” The voice came out as he intended, brazen and strong.

Shent shook his head and rubbed a mandible with his thumb and forefinger. “No, sorry. I have no recollection of any such name. Tell me, Silas Thrall, where are you from, and what business have you with the Ant-Man of Malfen?”

“I’m from New Londdyr originally, but now I’m a traveler and a man of many talents.”

“Talents that might be of use to me?” Shent cocked his insectoid head and watched Silas with a look both malign and indifferent.

“They used to call me ‘Fingers’ in the city.” They didn’t—what they called him had been a lot worse than that. “Could pick a miser’s pocket even if he was a hyper-vigilant paranoiac with an escort of eagle-eyed legionaries. I can meld with the shadows, creep as silent as death and scale any wall like a spider.” He was exaggerating, but it was the sort of thing that impressed these kinds of lowlife.

Shent folded his arms across his chest and let out a hiss. “You expect me to believe you came to Malfen for employment?”

“I seek your counsel.”

The thugs roared with laughter but Shent shushed them with a wave of his hand. “Regarding what?”

Silas grimaced and flicked his eyes towards the dwarf. “It’s a rather sensitive matter.”

“Is it now?” Shent said. “Let me guess: you’re seeking something beyond the mountains; something hidden in the wilds of Qlippoth?”

Silas sucked in his top lip and bobbed his head.

“I’ve seen what you carry in your bag,” Shent said, “and I judge that it would be foolhardy for you to persist in your quest, and even more so for me to permit it.”

“But—” Silas tried to protest but Shent turned back to Nameless.

“And what can you do?”

The dwarf glared into those blood-pool eyes. “Kill. A lot.”

“See, I told you so,” Nils said, stepping out from a cluster of ants. “I’ve seen him in action. That is one dangerous shogger.”

“You backstabbing little runt!” Silas spat towards the lad, but Nils ducked back out of sight.

“Excellent.” Shent’s mandibles vibrated with apparent relish.

“But not for you,” Nameless said.

Silas groaned. The dwarf just had to go and ruin it.

“If not kill, then maybe trap.” Shent drew close to the dwarf, his crimson eyes boring into him. “Your people eluded me; they found passage deep beneath Malfen—ancient tunnels seldom used, even by my ants. They owe me a toll. A sizeable one.”

Nameless stared at Shent wide-eyed. “The dwarves came here? You saw them?”

Shent snapped his mandibles together. “Just the stragglers,” he said. “The rest escaped to Qlippoth. If they are canny enough to survive, I want them back. No one passes through Malfen without my say so.”

“Yes,” Silas said, seeing a glimmer of hope. “We go into Qlippoth after them and bring them back. Surely a fellow dwarf could persuade them, spin a tale with your silvery tongue.” Except he’d heard no evidence that the dwarf had a silvery tongue. “On second thoughts,” he said, “leave the talking to me.”

Shent gave him a dismissive look. “I have no need of you, human, except to fill my stomach.”

Silas winced and shut his eyes, trying to think, and think quickly. He’d hoped to bargain with the Ant-Man, find out what he knew, but he was hardly in a bargaining position. He scowled at Nils as the lad re-emerged, a huge smirk stretching from ear to ear.

“And I’ve no use for you either, boy,” Shent said.

The smirk quickly dropped from Nils’s face and he stepped back, straight into the embrace of a giant ant.

“But…I…I’m with the Night Hawks—the biggest guild in New Londdyr. Just think what we could do together.”

“All I’m thinking,” Shent said, letting strings of drool drip from his maw, “is how good your flesh will taste.”

“But I can help,” Nils said in a shrill voice. “I’ll do anything you like. Anything.”

Shent eyed him for a long moment and then clapped his hands together.

“We’ll see,” he said. “Go to the surface. Find The Wheatsheaf tavern and ask for Travid Yawl. Tell him time’s up and Shent wants his money. Have you got that? Succeed in this and I may find a use for you. Fail and you’re supper.”

“Yes, s-sir,” Nils stammered as he backed out of the cavern. “I won’t let you down. You’ll see.”

“I’ll not lie to you, Ant-Man,” Nameless said, watching Nils scurry away. “I’ve already caused my people enough harm. If I caught up with them, I’d tell them never to come back this way.”

Shent hissed—it may have been a sigh. Silas was starting to wish he had a spell to make the dwarf shut up, or at least have the good sense to mislead Shent a little.

“Then perhaps they’ll pay a ransom,” Shent said. “If I sent this dolt after them with the message that I have you as my prisoner.”

Nameless laughed at that, a booming roar from the pit of his belly. “They might pay you to kill me, but what would be the point? If they didn’t play your little game, you’d kill me anyway, so they might as well save their money.”

Shent’s mandibles shook and clacked. He reached out with human hands and looked as if he were about to throttle the dwarf. He paused for a moment, fingers quivering, and then Silas saw his antennae twitch.

Shent stepped away as two gigantic ants scuttled towards Nameless. One bit into his shin and the dwarf gasped but clamped his mouth shut. The other used its front legs to drag itself upright on his back and then ripped into the flesh beneath the dwarf’s shoulder. Blood spurted from the wound and Nameless twisted and twirled at the end of his rope.

“My ants will eat you piece by piece, creature of Sektis Gandaw. Little by little, sparing you no pain. It will be a slow death, a death filled with despair. Once they start devouring muscle you’ll be helpless to move, even if your bonds were released.”

Shent started to turn away.

“You really are a shogging waste of space,” Nameless growled, his face screwed up with pain. “Gandaw must have been drunk when he put you together. What did he do, get a hive of ants to crawl up your mother’s crack and spray their stuff?”

Shent stiffened.

One of the giant ants took a chunk of flesh from Nameless’ thigh. He screamed and thrashed about on the rope.

“How do ants procreate anyway?” Nameless gave a maniacal laugh as he swung towards Silas. “Because I’m buggered if I know. Maybe they dropped a ton of eggs inside her. Shog, maybe they just shat in her womb! Funny thing is Shent, you shogging freak, I don’t suppose you’ll be making baby ant-men. Old Daddy Gandaw forgot to stick a cock and balls to the front of your carapace!”

Shent roared and leapt at the dwarf.

Silas scrabbled about at the back of his mind for the threads of magic that would weave his cantrip. The dark essence seeped into his veins and raced towards his wrists, which grew hot, the cords holding them starting to smolder. He was about to direct the current to the dwarf but then gasped as Nameless wrenched against his bonds, dislodging the pulley high above. Chunks of earth fell from the ceiling and then the pulley crashed down, narrowly missing Shent, who had to abort his attack to avoid it. Nameless dropped to his feet with the grace of a cat—or a lion, and double-fisted Shent in the stomach, rope trailing behind. He pressed in, clubbing the insect-head with resounding blows until Shent fell back, stunned.

Nameless used his teeth to free his wrists from their bindings and slung the rope aside.

Silas blinked as Shent’s body seemed to split open, and then he saw that it was the unfurling of two huge wings from the Ant-Man’s back. Shent soared towards the ceiling, setting a bunch of hanging bodies swinging, clacking out commands with his mandibles.

Silas yelped as the magic burned through his bonds and he fell awkwardly, twisting his ankle. An ant thrust its head towards him but Nameless clubbed it with a right cross that sent it veering away.

Hook-nose charged, hurling his net. Nameless ducked under it and rolled, coming up in a fluid motion, his fist cracking into the thug’s jaw and laying him out cold.

The lean one pounced, twin daggers stabbing towards the dwarf’s flank. Nameless stepped aside and hammered him in the back, pitching him into a cluster of giant ants. Shrill screams cut across the din of combat as the ants tore into his flesh. The other ants rushed to the feeding frenzy, clearing a space through which Nameless ran to snatch up his axe, lift it above his head and bellow at Shent.

Silas hobbled for the gap, casting this way and that for his bag. He saw it deposited in an alcove a mere twenty feet away and hopped towards it like a demented stork. Something mushy hit him from behind and he turned to see the thin man’s chewed up head rolling away across the floor.

A shadow fell across the cavern as Shent swooped down, claws extended towards Nameless’ face. The dwarf swung and Shent backed up, banging into a twirling corpse and spinning away from it. He chittered to his minions, who discarded their meal and bore down upon their master’s assailant.

Nameless’ axe split through a thorax and reversed to embed itself in a head. The others pressed in around him, nipping and groping, their clacking rising to a deafening cacophony. The dwarf hacked to right and left, his axe falling in sweeping arcs that sheered through carapace and limbs, but still the ants came on, crawling over each other to get at him.

Silas reached the alcove and shouldered his satchel, but at the same instant something grabbed the back of his shirt and hoisted him into the air. He thrashed about with his arms but could find no purchase. Spiny legs wrapped around his waist holding him firm. Fingers crept from his shirt to his neck and closed around it in a death-choke. He spluttered and kicked out in a futile attempt to break free. His vision swam and blackness descended. He tried to dredge up a strand of dark magic but it slipped from his mind like water through a sieve.







NAMELESS







Nameless was bleeding from a score of deep bites. Strength seeped from his limbs as the weight of ants threatened to overwhelm him. He’d lost count of how many he’d killed, but they showed no sign of letting up. What he’d have given for the Lich Lord’s armor! Shog, he’d have even risked taking up the black axe again in a scrape like this. It was all very well having a death-wish, but when it came to it, the idea wasn’t so appealing.

Mandibles fixed on his wrist, and the axe tumbled from his grasp. He wrapped his arms around the ant’s head and planted his feet, twisting from the waist until he heard a popping, tearing sound. The ant went limp and sagged to the floor, legs still twitching. He kicked another in the abdomen and followed up with a punch that threw the creature’s head back. Spinning in a crouch, he whipped up the axe once more and drove the ants back with a series of scything swings.

Something dropped from above, and Nameless dived out of the way as Silas Thrall’s limp body crashed into a huddle of ants. He ran, bounded onto the back of an ant, and launched himself high into the air. His axe followed in a vicious sweep, meeting flesh, crunching bone, and eliciting a gurgling scream from Shent. Nameless hit the ground hard, rolled, and came to his feet, searching for something to clobber, but when he looked up, the Ant-Man was nowhere to be seen.

Silas coughed and shuddered, drawing the attention of the monstrous ants. Nameless charged among them, hacking wildly, his axe whirling about in a lethal circle that forced them back. There was the faintest rushing sound, the barest hint of a buzz, and then something punched into Nameless’s back, knocking the axe out of his hands. Talons tore into his shoulders and bore him toward the ceiling. Gossamer wings beat furiously about him. Brackish blood spilled over his head and face. He twisted his neck and saw it came from an ugly gash in the Ant-Man’s belly.

Shent lurched, and they started to plummet like rocks. At the last instant, the Ant-Man pulled up and dropped Nameless.

The breath was slammed from Nameless’s lungs as he crashed into the floor. Before he could rise, Shent was on him again, dragging him into the air by the seat of his pants and speeding toward the wall. Nameless cracked his head back, struck something hard. Shent veered sharply and almost lost his grip. Not giving him time to recover, Nameless backhanded him in the face, slapping repeatedly until he felt a mandible rip away. Shent screamed his fury, and Nameless dropped free, rolling as he struck the ground and coming to his feet.

No sooner had he found his balance, than Nameless was confronted with the sight of the Ant-Man landing in front of him, wings snapping in place on his back, and a new pair of arms bursting from his flesh—thin black appendages more akin to an ant’s than a human’s.

Shent leapt, wrapping his powerful human arms around Nameless’s waist, the ant-arms stabbing at his sides. Shent’s face thrust forward, the one remaining mandible quivering as it sought out flesh. Nameless arched away, but the Ant-Man’s grip only tightened. A giant ant reared up beside him, aimed a bite at his face and started to bear him to the ground with its weight. Others surrounded him, pulling him down as Shent continued to crush the air from his lungs.

Nameless took hold of Shent’s remaining mandible in both hands and yanked as hard as he could. Shent roared as flesh tore and cartilage cracked. Tearing the mandible free, Nameless held it like a dagger and plunged it into a big red eye. Gore splashed over his face, and Shent’s grip slackened enough for Nameless to twist and stab the other eye. The Ant-Man shrieked and writhed, his limbs racked with violent spasms.

“We are the same,” Shent gurgled, foul fluids bubbling from his maw. “You don’t have to kill me!”

The giant ants fell away from Nameless, rolling to their backs and shuddering. He forced himself to his feet and looked about until he found his axe.

Shent let out a pitiful wail, human hands covering his blind eyes. “Don’t blame me for what I am!” he pleaded in a voice like a child’s. “He did this to me. He made me—just as he made your people.”

Nameless’s hand closed around the haft of the axe.

“Sektis Gandaw,” Shent gasped. “He’s the one, not me!”

“I know,” Nameless said, raising the axe. “But he’s already dead.”

The axe swept down, and Shent was still.

An urgent rattling rose to a crescendo and then fell with the flaccid limbs of the ants—the last of Gandaw’s aberrations. The last of their kind.

“Bravely done, my friend.”

Nameless spun to face Silas Thrall, limping toward him, willowy and gaunt, looking just as dead as Shent.

“You survived, then,” Nameless said.

“Barely, and thanks to you, it seems.” Silas handed Nameless his pack. “Dug it out from under the ants. Here, let me tend your wounds.”

Silas held his palms toward Nameless, and greenish light effused from the fingertips.

Nameless snarled and stepped back.

“Trust me,” Silas said. “It’ll close the wounds and prevent the rot from setting in.”

Nameless shouldered his pack and forced himself to relax. Wherever the green light touched him, he felt his injured flesh tingle and knit together. A wave of warmth passed through his bones, and then Silas took his hands away.

“There’ll still be scarring,” he said, “but I’m sure you can live with that. What will you do now?”

Nameless hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Suppose I’ll carry on into Qlippoth.”

Silas’s eyes narrowed. “Qlippoth? But—”

“That’s where they fled. My people.”

“And you wish to find them?”

Nameless sighed. “I wish to help them.” Tell them there’s no need to run anymore. “They face extinction in Qlippoth. Either I’ll persuade them to return to Arx Gravis, or I’ll cut down every last horror that stalks them.”

“I see,” Silas said. “But the Cynocephalus dreams darkly. It may be a task to surpass even your talents with the axe. Perhaps we should journey together, as Qlippoth is where my studies have led me.”

“You study the dark paths?” Nameless felt his hackles rising. His mind threw up scenes from the snow-dusted forests of Verusia—the sentient mist, probing, caressing, hunting; the docile citizens of Wolfmalen; and the looming evil of Blightey’s castle with its picket of impaled victims groaning upon their spikes.

“No, no!” Silas said. “Indeed, no. I’m a student of antiquities. A collector, if you get my meaning.” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together and winked. “If I’m not very much mistaken, our friend Shent here was a bit of a collector, too.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that somewhere along these tunnels there must be a stash of treasure, otherwise what’s the point of being the underworld boss of the most corrupt town on Aethir?”

Nameless nodded absentmindedly. He felt weakened from the battle, and defenseless against the stultifying darkness that was already settling over his mind. “Think there’ll be any armor?”

“Only one way to find out,” Silas said, checking his satchel was fastened and giving it an affectionate pat. “Although it’s bound to be a bit on the large size, as far as you’re concerned. Coming?”

They started off along one of the tunnels, squeezing past the bodies of more gargantuan ants that seemed to have simply rolled over and died.

We are the same, Shent had said—both creatures of Sektis Gandaw. Nameless wondered if that’s why he’d killed the Ant-Man. Something had possessed him, and this time, there was no black axe to blame. He might have been stripped of his name, might have yearned to piece his identity back together, but there were some things it was better not to be reminded of.

Nameless stopped and ran his eyes over the carcasses of the ants. At least they’d finally given up the ghost of their unnatural existence. The dwarves wouldn’t be far behind, if Nameless couldn’t bring them out of Qlippoth. Maybe it was better that way. Maybe—

“Malfen’s a unique place,” Silas said. “It’s sort of where Gandaw’s Aethir ends and the Cynocephalus’s begins. The threshold between science and magic, I like to think. Two kinds of insanity—Gandaw’s monomania and the Cynocephalus’s paranoia. Just think, one step the other side of Malfen and we’re in another world.”

Nameless ran a hand over his shaven head. The black mood was tightening its grip. If he didn’t do something soon, the paralysis would set in, and then he’d be no good to anyone. If there was one thing Nameless knew about himself, really knew, deep down in the marrow, it was that he denied certain needs at his peril—needs that were written in his blood as surely as those that led the Ant-Man to feed on human flesh.

“Do you reckon there are any good taverns in Malfen?” he asked, rubbing his clammy palms together.

“Taverns?”

“I’d give my right arm for a flagon of ale.”

Silas nodded. “That’s the most welcome suggestion I’ve heard all morning. Can you hold on until we’ve finished off here?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Be strong, my friend,” Silas said, clapping him on the shoulder. “And just think how much more you’ll enjoy it.”

They roamed the network of tunnels for an hour or more but failed to find the treasure trove Silas had hoped for. Just as they despaired of coming away with anything of value, they happened upon the skeleton of a dwarf suspended by its feet from the ceiling of a cramped cell.

“So, Shent wasn’t lying. They did pass through here,” Nameless said in a hushed voice.

“Been picked dry.” Silas patted the skull and gave a curious look that made Nameless wonder if he’d had an idea and thought better of it.

“Looks like you were wrong about the armor,” Nameless said, stooping to examine the dwarf’s chainmail hauberk that had been dumped in the corner. It was missing links, and scabby with rust. No doubt one of the family heirlooms donned by a desperate civilian during the slaughter at the ravine. As he picked it up, a rat scampered out and ran across his foot.

“You going to wear that?”

A dead man’s armor? A dead dwarf’s?

Nameless stood before the dangling skeleton and reached in his pack for Thumil’s Liber Via.

Silas peered over his shoulder as he turned the pages. “Now there’s a surprise,” he muttered, nose wrinkling with distaste.

Nameless struggled to make sense of the Old Dwarvish, seeking out the passage Thumil had read at Droom’s funeral. Giving up, he slammed the book shut and closed his eyes in silent prayer. Not to any god. Not to anyone at all. It just seemed the right thing to do.

When he’d finished, he pulled on the armor and strode from the cell.

Silas was first out of the grille, the giant, Arik, hauling him through by the collar and flinging him to the flagstones.

As Nameless reached the top rung, Arik sneered down at him, huge head almost filling the opening, teeth all brown and misshapen.

“Shent let you go, did he?”

In reply, the head of Nameless’s axe smashed into Arik’s teeth. The giant grunted and spat them out in a shower that pattered against Nameless’s armor in a spray of crimson.

“You shogging little runt!” Arik roared, grabbing hold of the axe-haft and pulling Nameless from the hole.

Nameless felt his nose break as the giant’s fist pounded into his face, the other hand wrenching away his axe and slinging it aside.

“Get up!” Arik growled, flexing the slabs of muscle on his chest.

Nameless made a show of clambering weakly to his feet and shaking the grogginess from his head. He held up a hand for time and wiped the blood from his nose.

Arik put his hands on his hips and spat out another tooth.

“That all you—”

Nameless kicked Arik in the knee, snapping it backward with a sickening crack. Arik toppled straight into the path of a bludgeoning right hook that turned his head and sent him reeling to the ground.

“Pugnacious little fellow, aren’t you?” Silas said, handing Nameless his axe.

Nameless snorted, wincing at the pain from his nose. Nevertheless, his black mood was starting to lift. It was as if someone had opened the curtains onto a bright new day. It wouldn’t last—he knew that from experience. Just had to grab these moments when they came.

He took hold of his nose and gave it a sharp yank, clicking it back into place.

“Shog, shog, shogging, shog and shog!” he cried as blood poured from his nostrils and tears filled his eyes. Within seconds, his sight cleared, and the last vestiges of the dark that had been threatening to engulf him dispersed. 

“Pugnacious? Me? You haven’t seen anything yet.” He beamed at Silas. “Coming?” he called over his shoulder as he ambled ahead.

“Eh?”

“Tavern, remember? We’ve got us some serious drinking to do. By the mythical Dwarf Lords of Arnoch, I feel a song coming on.”

“I can hardly wait.”

“Then you shan’t,” Nameless declaimed, before breaking into a booming shanty that sent Silas’s hands to his ears and the rats of Malfen scurrying for cover.







NILS







Nils shuffled from foot to foot, glaring across the street at The Wheatsheaf. It must have been an hour now. Travid Yawl had pleaded for the extra time so he could call in a few debts. There had been a lot of hard-faced men in the tavern, but none of them had lifted a finger to Nils, not even when he’d drawn his sword and stuck the point against Yawl’s throat. Oh, they were scared of the Ant-Man, no doubt about it, and now they were scared of him, too.

“Time’s up,” Nils growled, wrapping his fingers around his sword hilt. He was gonna enjoy this.

He bounded up the wooden steps and reached for the door handle. No sooner had he touched it, than the door swung open and knocked him on his arse.

A dreadful din gushed out of the tavern as Nameless and Silas staggered onto the porch.

“A salty slug and a harlot’s hug,” they sang, “then we won’t need booze no more, no more, then we won’t need booze—no more!”

Nils’s mind did a somersault as he stood and straightened his shirt. “Nameless,” he said. “Silas! Thank shog you’re all right.”

Nameless appeared to be holding Silas up, but he let go as his eyes fell on Nils. “Ishn’t that the boy from the shitty?” he slurred.

Silas toppled to one side but managed to thrust one foot out to keep his balance. “You backshtabbing little bashtard!” He pointed a shaky finger at Nils and squinted.

Nils waved his hands in front of him. “No, you don’t understand. I was coming back for you. Why do you think I’m here? I was getting help.”

Silas half-staggered, and craned his neck to look at the door. “In there?”

“Yes,” Nils said. “In there.”

Silas furrowed his brow and swayed. “Nah,” he said, and then bent double as he threw up.

Nils saw his opportunity and turned to flee, but a heavy hand clapped down on his shoulder.

“Oh, no,” Nameless said. “You’re not going anywhere. I have a special job for you.”

No slur? Just a moment ago, he’d been as drunk as Silas.

Then Nils remembered the fight at The Grinning Skull, and his heart caught in his throat. He inched around so that he faced the dwarf and looked into his brooding eyes. Nameless was stone cold sober.

“Here,” the dwarf said, shrugging off his pack and handing it to Nils. “Carry.”

Nils felt powerless to do anything but obey.

“And hold this,” Nameless said, passing Nils his axe.

Nils stooped under the weight. How had the dwarf carried it all this way, never mind fought with it?

“Pass him your bag,” Nameless said to Silas.

Silas wiped the vomit from his face with his coat sleeve and made a feeble flick of his fingers. “No, it’s all right,” he said. “I’ll keep hold of it.”

“Suit yourself,” Nameless said, before shooting Nils a big toothy grin. “Consider yourself duly employed, laddie.” He sauntered down the steps with Silas groaning and shambling behind.

“What do you mean?” Nils said, struggling to follow. “I ain’t coming with you, and I ain’t carrying all this.”

Nameless spun, his face chiseled stone. Nils tried to swallow but found he had no spit.

“Repeat after me,” the dwarf said in an uncompromising tone. “I am a pack mule.”

Nils shook his head. “No way.”

Nameless raised an eyebrow.

“I’m a pack mule!” Nils squealed. “I’m a shogging pack mule! Satisfied?”

“Extremely,” Nameless said, turning on his heel and heading out across town toward the shadow of the Farfall Mountains.

“Wait up,” Silas said, looking as green as a week-old corpse and stumbling along the cobbled road in pursuit.

“Come on,” Nameless called over his shoulder. “It’s a perfect day for adventure. Let’s pass through the gauntlet of the mountains and into the promised land. Shog, if the mood doesn’t leave me, I’ll run the length and breadth of Qlippoth and have my people home before the suns set.”

“Right,” muttered Nils under his breath. “Either that, or we’ll be torn apart the minute we cross the border.”

A dark shape slunk out from behind one of the shacks flanking the road.

Nameless seemed heedless of the danger. He was skipping in his excitement to reach the pass, and almost collided with the emerging woman.

“Sorry, lassie,” Nameless said, looking suddenly timid and uncertain.

Nils drew alongside Silas and looked the woman up and down. Swollen breasts, wide hips, and garbed in black leather like the strumpet back at The Grinning Skull. Only this one was short. Extremely short. Dwarfish, even.

“By the tug of my beard,” Nameless said, and then rubbed his barren chin. “Are you—”

Nils lifted his eyes to her face, half expecting to see whiskers and a mustache. “No,” he said with sudden realization.

The dwarf lady’s eyes narrowed. Only, she wasn’t a dwarf lady. Nils shook his head and clucked his tongue.

Nameless swung toward him.

“No? What—” He turned back to the newcomer and then wagged his finger. “Ah,” Nameless said. “The lassie from the pub.”

“Ilesa,” Nils said.

Ilesa gave a lopsided smile and blew Nils a derisive kiss. “So, you’re going, then?” she said to Nameless. “Into Qlippoth?”

“That’s where my path is leading me,” the dwarf said, his voice still straining at the edge of song. “Care to join us?” He eyed her up and down.

“Would you like me to?”

“Oh, please!” Silas groaned. “If this isn’t the most blatant beguilement I’ve ever—”

Nameless thrust a hand over Silas’s mouth. “Well, you certainly possess rare talents.”

Ilesa drew herself up to her full height—which was a tad below Nils’s shoulder currently. “I can track, hunt, and kill,” she said, her hands casually resting on the hilts of her weapons.

Silas mumbled something beneath Nameless’s hand. It sounded like “Cook and sew?” to Nils, but he couldn’t be sure.

“Only thing is,” Ilesa said, “I don’t come cheap.”

“No,” Nameless said. “I don’t suppose you do; but I’ve a pouch of gold and a gladdened heart, so name your price.”

“Thought you had no money,” Nils said. “Back at the Grinning Skull—”

“Never show what you don’t have to,” Nameless said, pulling out a coin pouch. “Bald shogger gave it to me a long time ago. He never mentioned wanting the change back.”

Ilesa held out her hand. “Two dupondii now, two more when we get back.”

Nils scoffed. “You gotta be having a—”

“Done,” Nameless said, fishing about in his pouch and slapping the coins in her palm. “On condition, mind, that you stay just the way you are.”

“Sorry, it’s time limited,” Ilesa said, “but I’ll do the best I can.”

“Hmm,” Nameless said. “Can’t say fairer than that.”

The dwarf’s good mood was starting to get under Nils’s skin. He almost wished they’d get a move on. Surely Qlippoth couldn’t be any worse than this.

“Welcome aboard,” Silas said. He proffered his hand to Ilesa then turned aside to puke his guts up.

Ilesa wrinkled her nose and sidled up to Nameless. “Shall we?” she said, taking his arm.

Nameless’s grin spread from ear to ear. “Indeed we shall.”

The dwarf and his phony dwarven bint left Silas doubled over beside the road, and skipped toward the looming iron gate that marked the edge of town. It was as if Nameless had dropped a heavy burden and found a new wellspring of youth.

Nils strapped Nameless’s pack to his front, balancing the weight of his own on his back, and hefted the axe in both hands. He cast a longing look over his shoulder as he trudged after his new companions—not so much at Malfen, with its spew of ugly dwellings, but at the fractured gorges and rocky outcrops; the swaths of green and the distant plains that marked the outermost reaches of Malkuth—the only home he’d ever known.

Tears streaked his face as he turned to his companions and lumbered after them toward the wastelands of the Cynocephalus’s nightmares.


PART TWO




THE AXE OF THE DWARF LORDS







“The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure you seek.”

(Joseph Campbell)







NILS




Face down in pig shite, covered head to foot in it, weren’t exactly the heroic stand Nils would have rightly wanted to take, but like Ilesa said, it was better than the alternative.

It was all right for her. Nils would have given his back teeth to be able to change shape like she did. One minute she was there in all her curvy glory, all leather and flesh, and then she turned herself into one of them. He’d have chanced a look, but the thought of getting his arse bitten off by a walking corpse weren’t encouraging him none.

“Hey, pig-boy, seems to be working,” Ilesa stage-whispered. “They’re wandering off.”

Felt like Nils’s brain was being sucked out his ear when he turned his head and the shite didn’t want to let him go. Her back was still to him, but she made him gag all the same. Big strips of grey flesh hung from her bones, all slicked over with pus and stuff he didn’t want to think about.

“Some tracker you turned out to be. Thought we was looking for dwarves, not these…What the shog are they?” Nils asked, fighting the cloying muck so he could stand.

“Zombies, I’d say. Jankson Brau said he’d seen them out past the village, but this is a first for—What are you doing? Did I tell you to move? Now look what you’ve done. They’re turning round.”

“Weren’t my fault,” Nils said. “You’re the one with the big mouth.”

Ilesa looked like she was gonna say something, but then went stiff as a corpse and went back to pretending she was one.

Thankfully they were real slow, shambling mounds of rotting flesh. Trouble was, there were a lot of them. A heck of a lot, and they had Nils surrounded. His guts were roiling and his bladder was fit to burst. When the zombies started moaning and reaching their arms out like a blind geezer trying to find a doorknob, Nils reckoned he’d made a mistake crossing the Farfalls. Not that he’d had much of a choice. Shogging dwarf had seen to that.

“Get back down,” Ilesa hissed. “Shit’s the best chance you’ve got. Doubt they’ll see you in the muck, and they sure won’t smell you.”

“Where the Abyss are Nameless and Silas?” Nils whined, like he used to back home when he thought something weren’t fair. “How long’s it take to have a riddle, for shog’s sake?”

“Shut… up.”

“Shut up yourself, you… Oh, crap!”

Nils threw himself facedown in the shite, cursing himself for a stupid numbskull. Shogging zombies had near enough crept up on him, and all because he and the bitch couldn’t stop arguing.

Women! his dad would have said. All the world’s problems in a nutshell. If it hadn’t been for Ilesa, they wouldn’t have come waltzing into the village in the first place. Her and Silas, in any case. Maybe if the wizard weren’t so precious about pissing in the bush, they’d have left this dump well alone. Shog, Qlippoth was meant to be stuffed full of nightmares. Didn’t take a genius to figure out that towns and the like were no-go areas. If you asked him—

A foot squelched down in the muck beside his head. Nils didn’t want to look, but his eyes had a life of their own. Whole leg was rot all the way to the knee, which was about as far as he could see from his belly. Weeping ulcers and peeling black skin. Thing was so full of pus it looked ready to burst, like overripe fruit.

The other foot came down, narrowly missing his ear. Something splashed the back of his neck, and he choked back puke. His heart bounced around in his ribcage so hard he thought it might shoot out of his back. All he could do was lie still and hope it hadn’t noticed him, hope it moved on.

One flayed leg lifted, and a chunk of putrid flesh flopped off into the shite right by Nils’s mouth, so close he could almost taste it. The zombie stepped over him and lurched away, and Nils took the opportunity to roll to his side and look for Ilesa.

“Bollocks,” he whispered under his breath, fighting back tears of panic. She was lost amid a sea of lumbering dead flesh. Her disguise was so good, he couldn’t pick her out from the dozens of walking corpses shambling about the smallholding.

“Ilesa,” he said as loud as he dared. “Where are you?”

A chorus of moaning went up from the zombies, and scores of milky eyes turned on him.

“Ilesa!” he called, his voice quavering like it did whenever he got caught with his hand in the cash drawer and Dad took his belt off—not because he didn’t approve of the stealing, course, but because Nils had got himself caught.

“Quiet!” Ilesa whispered back. Only, it was a bit loud to be a useful whisper. Loud enough to draw some attention away from Nils.

A cluster of zombies turned on one of their own, filthy fingers grasping, pawing, thumping.

“Aargh,” the zombie in the middle cried. “My shogging tooth!” It spat blood, and the air shimmered around it, dead flesh becoming firm and olive-hued. Dank hair grew into satin locks, and tattered rags turned to a leather laced-up corset and britches.

Ilesa’s thumb and forefinger fumbled about in her mouth and came away with a pink-stained tooth. “That’s just great,” she said. “Shogging great.”

She’d only half drawn her sword when the zombies surged over her, and she went down screaming.

Nils just reacted on instinct, and legged it the other way. But he ran straight into cold, stinking flesh.

Icy hands wrapped around his throat, lifting him into the air. He wriggled and squirmed, coughed and spluttered, but no matter how hard he fought, he was helpless in the zombie’s grasp. A cold tongue ran up the side of his face, then he caught a whiff of rancid breath as teeth latched onto his earlobe. His struggles got weaker and weaker, and his vision blurred until it seemed he entered a dark tunnel that started to close in on him.

Don’t let them kill me, his oxygen-starved mind threw up. Mom!

Where the shog were Nameless and Silas?

Air whistled past his face, and there was a sound like the pulping of a melon.







NAMELESS







“Come on, come on,” Nameless muttered through clenched teeth as he shuffled about nervously on the porch of the ramshackle cottage.

He didn’t like the feel of this village one little bit. Ilesa had some ken of it from Jankson Brau, the wizard who’d tried to have Nameless and Nils killed on their way to Malfen. She said the dwarves would have passed this way, unless they wanted to chance the moors to the east, where Brau had lost a dozen men to the quagmires, or found a way to cross the Upper Sour Marsh to the west. Apart from that, she’d said, Qlippoth was unmappable, shifting like the sand on a churning seabed.

“One foot over the shogging border, and he needs to relieve himself,” Nameless grumbled under his breath.

Couldn’t deny the fact he needed to pay a visit himself, though. Accursed place gave his guts a life of their own, but there was no way he was about to drop his britches and squat. The unruly grass around the shack was undulating under the weight of a thousand insects, each the size of a small bird. They had carapaces like plate armor and pincers that looked like they could snip through bone, or worse.

Silas had refused to go on the trail, as they’d been among a scattering of dwellings overflowing from Malfen like crap from a cesspit. “Someone might see,” he’d complained.

Nils and Ilesa had wandered off to a smallholding Brau’s people used to do business with, hoping to find something to eat.

Why anyone would want to live this side of Malfen was beyond Nameless. He turned his nose up at the dilapidated buildings dotting the plain, then shook his head and glared at the door of the cottage.

The place was more lichen than wood. Its broken timbers were coated in green and yellow fluff that gave off a stench like rotting vegetables. Unless that was Silas’s business he could smell. Its two narrow windows were boarded up, and there was a rusty metal pipe jutting from the roof that presumably served as a chimney. The roof itself was mainly exposed rafters, the few remaining tiles hanging like scabs. The garden was all brown leaves and briars with sickle-shaped thorns.

Nameless shivered and jumped on the spot. “Come on Silas.”

This was getting ridiculous. How long did it take, for shog’s sake? He’d kill the shogging shogger if he was in there taking tea with the woman who’d answered the door. Sweet old lady, Nameless thought. All hunched over in her shawl. What she was doing out here in Qlippoth, he’d love to know. What she was doing living in such a rundown, moss-covered, scorpion-infested hovel was a mystery, too. If he’d been asked to imagine who might have lived in such a hole, he’d have had to say a…

“Witch!” he exclaimed.

He bounded up the three steps to the porch in one leap and crashed straight through the door.

It was dark and dusty in the entrance hall. Thick cobwebs draped down like curtains, and the corridor straight ahead was choked with them, so much so that it was obvious no one had been down there for years. The stairs were another matter. They were relatively clear, although a dark and viscous fluid had splashed onto them. Nameless sniffed as he started to go up. There was a sickly, coppery smell coming from the spillage.

He’d barely made the landing, when a shadow detached itself from the wall and leapt at him. There was a flurry of fangs and claws, a hissing snarl, and the fetid smell of decaying flesh. Then there was the crunch of axe cleaving bone, and the shadow-being grunted and dropped to the floor. As Nameless wrenched the axe blade clear, the creature started to shimmer and change, until the old lady lay on the floor with her head split in two.

Nameless exhaled sharply, hefted his axe, and ambled through the open door to what was presumably the hag’s bedchamber.

There, manacled to an iron bedstead atop a mattress black with mildew, was Silas. He was stripped naked and shivering. His clothes were strewn over the floor. The black leather grimoire lay open atop his bag.

“Thank shog,” Silas said, rattling his chains. “Another minute and she’d…and she’d…”

“You hurt?” Nameless asked. “There was blood on the stairs.”

Silas shook his head. “Some other poor bastard, I expect. Shog me, Nameless, she was going to…”

Nameless held up a rigid finger like a chastising father.

“First day across the border. First step, practically, and you have to stop to shag a wrinkly.”

Silas shook his head frantically and struggled against his bonds. “No, it’s not what it seems. She was a witch. A real life witch, I tell you. Surprised me with her magic and landed me here.”

Nameless wasn’t listening. He stooped to look at Silas’s book.

“Ah, yes,” Silas said. “She was after the grimoire, you can be sure of that. The minute she opened my bag, she was flicking through it.” He licked his lips. “You can’t read Ancient Urddynoorian, can you?”

“A little,” Nameless said, shutting the book so he could see the cover. It was virtually the same as Old Dwarvish. The embossed letters danced before his eyes, and he could no longer focus on them without feeling nauseous. He retched and straightened up, glowering at Silas.

The mage looked away nonchalantly.

“Hmm,” Nameless growled, and turned toward the doorway.

“Wait,” Silas said. “You’re not going to leave me?”

Nameless was sorely tempted. “I’ll be back,” he said above the rattling of the wizard’s manacles. “But first I need to pay a visit to the good woman’s latrine. I may be a while. All that time being tube fed, my guts don’t know whether they’re coming or going, now I’m back on solids.”










ILESA







Didn’t matter how much Jankson Brau was paying her, it wasn’t enough.

Ilesa ducked beneath a blue-tinged fist and skewered another zombie with her dagger. Its guts sloshed out, and she whipped her blade back just in time to avoid being tainted with putrescence. Chill fingers groped at her back, but she reversed her sword and stabbed something pulpy.

Nils’s prone body started to stir, probably due to the slush that was pouring on it from eviscerated zombies.

Ilesa could have run, she knew it. Could have weaved through their shambling ranks, maybe used another disguise to keep them off her scent, but she’d not been able to leave the boy. She’d thrown her knife on reflex, felling the cadaver that was about to rip his ear off with its teeth, then darted in to retrieve it before she even realized what she was doing.

Protecting his stupid arse, is what. Because he reminded her, she guessed, ducking beneath a clubbing arm, thrusting with the sword and slicing with the dagger. Reminded her of her brother, Davy, back before that stinking piece of shit who was supposed to be their father—

A clubbing fist slammed her sideways, straight into the arms of a huge living carcass. Ice coursed through her ribs as the air was squeezed from her lungs. Rank breath threatened to choke her, and she screamed as a mold-encrusted tongue tasted the skin of her neck. She stamped down on the corpse’s foot and shoved at the same time. The ankle snapped clean off, and the zombie toppled, only it didn’t release its hold on her. She landed on top of it, shattering its ribcage. Cold pus and gore soaked her bodice. She rolled free, stabbing her dagger through its eye socket and into the brain, then came up into a fighting crouch.

She was completely surrounded. Couldn’t even see the farm buildings now, there were so many moaning, shuffling corpses pressing in upon her.

Nils crawled over to her, but one of the zombies grabbed him by the leg of his britches. He thrashed about like a fish on the hook, wriggled around, trying to free his sword from its scabbard. If she hadn’t been so close to death, Ilesa would have laughed. He looked like a little boy desperate to get his cock out before he pissed his pants. Maybe he already had; it was difficult to tell, what with the sludge from the pig sty caking him head to toe.

She lunged in and severed the zombie’s hand.

Nils scrabbled back on his arse.

“Thanks,” he said, finding his feet and drawing his sword.

“Welcome. You any good with that thing?”

Nils took a double-handed grip, and Ilesa suppressed a sigh. “I can handle myself,” he said, puffing out his chest.

“Sure you can.” Ilesa glanced at his groin. “But can you fight?”

She already knew the answer, and he just reinforced the fact with a wild swing that nearly took his own toes off. She tugged him out of the way of a slavering maw and stuck her sword down the zombie’s throat.

That’s it, she thought as the throng pressed in tight around them. That’s shogging it!

She shut her eyes and imagined being one of them again, imagined her flesh hanging from the bone, her organs turning to slush. She was almost there, almost there. Shog that little runt, Nils. He was nothing like Davy. Nothing. At least when that sick bastard had come for him, Davy had put up a half decent—

The zombies in front surged forward, but there was nowhere to back away. Hands as strong as vices gripped her from behind, and a drooling face pressed up so close she gagged. She couldn’t see Nils any longer, but she could hear him screaming.

Shog Brau and his plans. Shog his money.

“Shoggers!” she roared.

She cracked her head against a zombie’s nose. Half its face came off, but the teeth were still there, gnashing at her.

“Shoggers!” she screamed again as the horde swamped her and her knees buckled under the weight.







SILAS







“Walk away, Silas,” he told himself as Ilesa and Nils disappeared beneath a sea of rotting limbs. “No sense in us all getting killed.”

And besides, he was bone weary. It had taken every last drop of sorcerous juice from his perpetually leaking well to free himself from the manacles, and all because the dwarf was taking an eternity doing his business.

He cast a look over his shoulder, but Nameless was still nowhere to be seen.

The grimoire slipped from his bag and thudded as it hit the ground, open and demanding to be read.

What the Abyss? How the shog did…? Silas flicked his gaze between the book and the zombies ripping his companions apart.

Wind turned the pages, but it seemed to Silas it was the book doing it, goading him into reading.

And he was sorely tempted, though he’d have been happier doing so a thousand miles from this place. He looked back at the zombies and then returned his gaze to the pages of the grimoire. He stooped to pick it up, and an idea struck him.

“You clod, Silas.” He mentally slapped himself.

First, Nameless had reminded him he had the power to free himself with magic, and now the book—an inanimate object—was prompting him to use arcane power to save his companions. He knew he lacked the skill to do so by himself, but Otto Blightey’s ancient tome held out a promise to him, though he couldn’t tell how. All he had to do was focus on the page. All he had to—

“Make way!” Nameless roared, sending Silas into a spin as he thundered past, stumpy legs pumping, chainmail clanking, axe held high above his bald head. “Come here, you shoggers! You’re dead, you hear me! All shogging dead!”

Nothing like stating the obvious, Silas thought, closing the book so he could put it back in his bag.

Only, the book wouldn’t close. The spine had stiffened, and the pages refused to be turned.

It actually hurt his neck to look away from the grimoire to see what was happening.

Nameless tore straight into the zombies, axe rising and falling with elemental savagery. Blood flew up in great showers, limbs were lopped off, bones crushed, and then the dwarf disappeared in among the dead.

“Nothing I can do,” Silas said, once more trying to close the book.

He strained with the effort, but the spine resisted him. The letters on the page flashed red, and an angry whisper hissed between his ears like a whiplash. 

He blinked, and then squinted down at a jumbled confusion of Ancient Urddynoorian script. There were sigils in the margins, each of which was swirling, drawing him in. He tried to pull back, but couldn’t break the rapture. His lips started moving in time with the shifting letters on the page. Still reading, still incanting, he turned to face the fray, even as molten lava pooled at the base of his spine and rushed in a great torrent toward his head.







NAMELESS







“This ol’ dwarf, he killed one,” Nameless sang as he lopped off a head amid a spray of reeking pus. “He shoved his axe right up your—”

The shambling corpses let out a communal hiss and started to turn away from Nils and Ilesa. The axe crunched through a skull, splitting it clean in two. A swipe to the left, a hack to the right, and he was in the midst of the horde, bobbing and weaving, barging and kicking. He thought he could make out Nils’s jerkin, caught a glimpse of Ilesa sprawled on the ground, a bunch of zombies crouching over her.

“With a quick hack, bloody splat, make a shogger groan.” He barreled into them, bowling them out of the way.

Nils came to his knees, clutching his throat and hawking up phlegm. Blood streamed from one ear. Ilesa scrabbled about for her sword and dagger, bleeding from half a dozen cuts. Nameless stepped over her to hammer his axe into the face of a groping zombie.

“This ol’ dwarf came rolling home.”

The instant Ilesa got to her feet, she was slammed back down by a wall of bludgeoning limbs. Nameless roared and cut a swath through rotting flesh, spilling gore all over her. Nils was up and running, but an arm took him across the throat, and he dropped like a stone.

Nameless was relentless, swinging his axe in great chopping arcs, the inexorable press of zombies doing nothing to curb his good mood.

“This ol’ dwarf…” Hack. “He killed… ten? Eleven?” Chop. “Shog it, lost count.” Crunch. “You hear that, you putrid shoggers? Made me lose track.”

He drew the axe back for another blow and froze. The zombie before him was suddenly shorter, and sporting a beard.

“What the shog?”

He twisted away, seeking another target, but each face was now thick with hair, and deep-set eyes bright with moisture looked at him in horror. He whirled this way and that, heart pounding in his ears, breaths coming faster and faster.

“No,” he muttered. “What have I…? Oh, sweet Arnoch, no.”

“Nameless!” Nils screamed. “Nameless, help me!”

He backed toward the voice, stumbled and nearly fell.

“Nameless!” Ilesa this time, shrill and despairing.

He took a shaky step toward her, saw the zombie about to rip out her throat, raised his axe. But it wasn’t a zombie… or was it?

“No,” he moaned. “I can’t. No more. I can’t…”

Cold hands gripped him from behind, spread their chill into his bones. Faces pressed up close, one moment ghoulish with peeling skin, the next dwarfish and terrified, accusing. Rank breath assailed his nostrils… or was it stale beer?

He tried to lift his axe, but his arms had turned to lead.

“Nameless!”—Nils.

“Nameless!”—Ilesa.

Then each of the dwarven faces crowding around him called out, building into a garbled chorus that made him drop his axe so he could cover his ears. He spun to face each and every one of them; those he had betrayed; his people.

His victims.

Nameless fell to his knees, pounding at his ears with his palms. Fingers tugged at his armor, curled around his throat. A lone voice within cried out  danger, but all he could see was his kin, and the terrible things he’d done to them filled his mind to bursting.

He began to choke as clammy hands throttled the life from him. The skin of his arms was aflame with cuts and tears. A swollen cloud obscured his vision. He was falling. Falling.

A crack of thunder.

A rush of heat, as if he were caught in a sandstorm in the scorching sun.

The hands left him, let him topple face first to the dirt. There were voices. Voices he dimly recognized.

“Run! Come on, before they close the gap!”—Silas. A way off by the sounds of it.

“But Nameless…”—The lad, Nils.

“Forget him.”—Ilesa. “Come on!”

The dirt tasted wholesome, gave Nameless something to cling to. He was swooning, spiraling into a bottomless pit.

“No way.”—Nils again. “I’m a Night Hawk, remember? We don’t leave our mates.”

Hands grabbed him roughly, pulled him across the ground. It felt like someone had opened a window to let in the noise from outside, and the moaning started again, a great swelling tide rolling toward him.

“For shog’s sake,” Ilesa said, and Nameless felt himself hoisted to his feet and dragged along on the tips of his toes.

“Move it!” Silas shouted from somewhere up ahead.

“We’re moving,” Nils said. “We’re moving.”

Nameless shook his head, tried to clear it. He needed to speak, needed to say something; but whatever it was swirled from his mind like a dark fog.

“Quickly,’ Silas said. “And don’t look back.”

They half-carried Nameless now, his feet barely touching the ground. He could hear Ilesa panting in one ear, Nils in the other.

The groaning was falling behind, but they kept up their pace. Something flicked into Nameless’s face, caused him to blink. He saw blurs of green and brown, felt leaves brushing his skin, brambles pricking at him. The heat of the suns gave way to a cool dampness, and at last they slowed to a walk.

“They’re going back,” Silas said. “Put him down. We can rest up here a while.”

“Thank shog for that,” Ilesa said, ducking out from under Nameless’s arm and letting him tumble toward the ground.

Nils hung on best he could, then got down on one knee to straighten Nameless out, make him comfy.

“I remember,” Nameless mumbled.

“What?” Nils said. “What do you remember?”

“My axe. I dropped my…” But before he could finish, his jaw set like dwarvish cement, and an old familiar sludge oozed through his veins, cloyed his thoughts, until he was nothing more than a brooding presence entombed in his own flesh.







NILS







The three moons took over the sky with unnatural quickness. One minute it was day, the next it was night. Nils was shivering, his clothes still sodden from where he’d washed them in a stream to get off the worst of the shite. Better on than off, though, he told himself. Last thing he wanted was for Ilesa to see him starkers.

He was relieved when Silas clapped his hands and a fire sprang up in their midst, complete with a pig on a spit, turning and dripping fat that sizzled in the flames.

Fresh baked bread appeared in a hamper at Nils’s feet.

Silas winked, though there was little humor in it. His face was deathly pale. It may have been the pallid glow of Raphoe, but Nils thought the wizard had sickened rapidly since their flight from the village. His cheeks appeared sunken, his eyes bloodshot and set in deep cavities. He had the look of a skull about him. Even his hair was thinner, somehow, straggly, and in need of a good wash.

Ilesa looked about as on edge as Nils felt. She turned her nose up at the display of magic and constantly shifted from foot to foot. Her fingers brushed the pommel of her sword, eyes flitting this way and that, as if she expected the zombies to lumber from the trees at any moment. Nils caught her watching Nameless once or twice, but the dwarf did nothing to hold her attention. He was flat out, or so it seemed. Nils couldn’t be too sure, because Nameless had his eyes open, although they were fixed and unblinking.

“Don’t all thank me at once,” Silas said as he seated himself cross-legged on the ground. “It might not look like much, but it’s quite an effort rustling up food for four.”

Nils grabbed some still-warm bread and crammed a chunk in his mouth. “Thanks,” he grunted.

“Don’t mention it.”

Ilesa crouched by the spitted pig and sliced off a haunch with her dagger. “Great wizard like you, fries a couple of dozen zombies and then makes a fuss about a minor cantrip.”

“So minor that it escaped your meager abilities.” Silas’s eyelids drooped shut, and he steepled his fingers beneath his nose.

“I make no claims to wizardry.” Ilesa sat back against a tree.

“Yeah, right,” Nils said, reaching for the pig and realizing he had nothing but his sword to cut it with. He’d nearly lost a finger last time he did that, and what with the way his luck was going, he didn’t want to chance it. “Mind if I…?”

“Help yourself.” Ilesa reversed her blade and passed it to him.

“Yeah, like I was saying,” Nils said as he sawed himself a slice of meat, “I wouldn’t call them spells of yours meager. Gaw, had them fooled good and proper, you did.”

Ilesa held her hand out until Nils returned her dagger. “Who says it was a spell?”

“Well what else—?” Silas started, but Ilesa cut him off.

“I’ve told you nothing and see no reason for that to change.”

“Mystery woman, eh?” Silas looked up, a thin smile crossing his face. “I’m impressed.”

Nils felt the tension between them like the heaviness that sets in before a thunderstorm. How many times had he felt that at home? How many times had he stopped Mom and Dad going at each other hammer and tongs with a bit of a laugh and a joke?

“Should’ve seen her as a zombie, Silas. Dead funny, she was. Get it? Dead funny?”

“Shut up, piss pants,” Ilesa said, sucking the grease from her fingers.

Nils gave a shrill laugh and swiftly tried to deepen it. “It weren’t piss,” he said, praying the silvery moonlight would keep her from seeing his cheeks redden. “It was blood and pig shit.”

“Whatever.”

“It shogging was, I tell you. Silas—”

“I’m staying out of it.” The wizard still hadn’t touched the food. His fingers were drumming against the satchel that contained his big leather book, and he had a faraway look in his eyes. “Why don’t you two lovebirds just kiss and make up?”

Ilesa gave a contemptuous snort that stung Nils down to the bone.

“Shog off,” Nils said, doing his best to sound as dismissive of her as she’d been of him. “Credit me with some taste.”

“Wanker,” Ilesa said, her mouth curling into a knowing smile that had Nils seething inside.

“I ain’t rising to that,” he said, rummaging about in his belt pouch and pulling out the crumpled map he’d copied by hand before setting off to bring Nameless to the borderlands.

“Oh, please,” Ilesa said. “Don’t pretend you’re going to read.”

“It ain’t reading,” Nils said, holding the map up for them both to see.

Silas leaned over and snatched it from his hand. “You draw this?”

Nils nodded, not sure whether to feel pride or embarrassment.

“Not bad. The lettering’s a bit shaky, like it was written by a drunken spider.”

Nils snatched it back. “Well, I ain’t no writer, am I?”

“Ain’t no magsman, neither.” Ilesa mimicked his voice.

“Wanna bet? I can thieve better’n most. They don’t let just anyone into the Night Hawks, you know.”

“No, just whiney boys who piss their pants.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Ilesa said.

“Least I don’t abandon my friends.”

“No friend of mine. Maybe that’s something you better learn, if you’re gonna live long in this business. Just because you’re traveling with someone, doesn’t mean you owe them your life. Next time, I’ll leave you both behind. This isn’t any place for cowards and wannabe rogues.”

Nils half-expected Nameless to leap up and clobber her for disrespecting him, but the dwarf may as well have been dead, he was so still.

“Whatever you might say about our friend the Nameless Dwarf here,” Silas said, “he’s no coward. Believe me, I’ve seen firsthand.”

“Me too,” Nils said. “Saw him kick your arse, Missy-I’m-so-tough.”

Ilesa’s eyes flashed like a cat’s in the dark. “We didn’t fight, if you remember.”

“No,” Nils guffawed. “You shat yourself and legged it before he could get hold of you.”

That shut her up. She just looked down at her dagger and twisted it in the earth. A heavy silence ensued, the only sounds the crackling of the flames, the spitting of fat, and the drum, drum, drum of Silas’s fingers on his satchel.

Finally, Silas sighed and took out the tome. He wetted his lips, drew in a deep breath, and began to leaf through its thick pages.

Nils glanced at Ilesa out the corner of his eye, but she had her head turned away, chin tilted to the sky, looking for all the world like she was lost in thought.

Ain’t no fury like a woman slighted, Dad used to say. Nils reckoned he would’ve been right about this one. The thought of her sticking him while he slept gave him the jitters.

“What’s that, then?” He shuffled closer to Silas and peered at the open page.

Silas narrowed his eyes and held the book out to him. “See for yourself.”

Nils recognized some of the letters but couldn’t make no words out of them. There were strange squiggles, too, and odd pictures made up of lines and numbers. “Can’t read,” he said in a low voice, trusting Ilesa wouldn’t hear.

“Not at all?”

“No need for it, Dad said. Couldn’t see no use for it.”

“No use? But I thought you said your father was—”

“Boss of the Night Hawks. Yeah, he is. That stunted little freak Shadrak made him up just before he cleared off.”

“Shadrak the Unseen?”

“That’s him. You know him?”

“Heard of him.” Silas closed the book and let it rest on his lap while he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “What’s he like, this dad of yours.”

“Top man in the guild. Reckon everyone knows him, and everyone respects him.”

Silas fixed Nils with an unnerving stare. His pupils had swollen to black pits that made Nils want to look away, in case he saw something he didn’t want to see.

Suddenly, Silas was racked with coughing. He put his fist to his mouth, and when he stilled, there were dark flecks on the back of his hand.

“A man…” Silas coughed again, this time to clear his throat. “Man who doesn’t see the use of reading and writing…” He shook his head. “What kind of man is that?”

Nils felt his hackles rising. He was about to give Silas a piece of his mind, but the wizard raised a hand and went on.

“Didn’t you ever want to learn? I mean, haven’t you ever seen a book or a letter and wondered what it says?”

Nils racked his brains. None of the kids in the neighborhood could read, and books weren’t things you came across that much. Except at the school, that is, but he’d only been there a few short weeks, and Magistra Archyr hadn’t exactly been the most patient teacher.

“Reckon it’s enough to write my own name. Beyond that, don’t see no need for it. People that read too much go soft in the head, my dad says. It’s all just someone else’s ideas. Reckon I got enough of my own.”

Silas fished about in his pocket and produced a slim black tube flecked with green.

“That scarolite?” Nils bent forward to take a closer look.

“From the mines outside Arx Gravis,” Silas said. “Had it made by a mage called Magwitch the Meddler according to some instructions I found in the Academy’s scriptorium. You’ve seen a quill, right? Well, this does the same thing, only you don’t need to keep dipping it in ink. It’s called a pen.”

“Must’ve cost an arm and a leg,” Nils said. “What with it being scarolite and all.” Not to mention being made by Magwitch. Probably cost the other arm and the other leg, too, from what Nils had heard.

“It’s yours.” Silas tossed it to him. “If you can write your name for me.”

Silas reached inside his long coat and drew out a leather-bound notepad, like the sort Crapstan the Money used as a ledger for keeping track of the guild’s merchandise. “Here, write it on the flyleaf.”

Nils took the book and opened it with shaky fingers. “Well, I don’t know about—”

He watched as Ilesa rose from her spot by the tree and prodded Nameless with her boot. The dwarf groaned but remained perfectly still. She sat beside him and pressed her fingers to his neck, tilting her head to one side as if listening.

“Go on,” Silas said. “It’s all right if you’ve forgotten.”

“Look, mate,” Nils said. “I know what your game is, but I don’t need no help with writing. I told you—”

“Write it,” Silas said.

Nils swallowed and pressed the pen to the paper. He glanced up at Silas and then made his mark as swiftly and confidently as he could. Silas turned the book round so he could see.

“Is that what you want me to call you from now on?”

Nils felt his cheeks flush again. “What’s wrong with it?”

Silas gave a good-natured chuckle and turned the book back for Nils to read. “It says Mills Farting.”

Nils shut the book. “No it don’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Beause…” Nils started and then saw where this was going. “I spelled it how Magistra Archyr showed me, all right. If you don’t like it, take it up with her.”

Silas reached over and put his hand on Nils’s arm. “You’re right, Nils. It didn’t say ‘Farting’. I was just trying to make a point. It could have said that, and you’d never have known.”

“I—”

“Would you?”

Nils dropped his chin to his chest. “No.”

Silas’s gaze wandered toward Ilesa and Nameless.

Nils craned his neck to see. Ilesa had her hand inside Nameless’s chainmail and appeared to be rubbing his chest.

“You did spell it ‘Mils’, though. My point is, if you’re going to get on in the underworld, you need to be able to read and write, otherwise how are you going to know when you’re being duped?”

Nils nodded, all the while watching what Ilesa was doing. “Too late to learn now,” he said as she undid Nameless’s belt.

“It’s never too late,” Silas said. “Let me teach you. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s illiteracy in a grown man.”

Grown man? That’s something Nils hadn’t been called before. The sound of it made his chest swell. “Well, if you don’t take the piss—Hey, what you doing? Get your hand out of his britches.”

Ilesa gave him a sultry smile. “I’m trying to rouse him. In case you two scholars haven’t noticed, he’s not moved an inch since we brought him here.”

Silas stood and went to frown down at Nameless. “Touching to see you’re so caring all of a sudden.”

“Like you can talk,” she said. “Back there, you were just as ready to leave him behind as I was.”

“So. Can’t save everyone, you know. You could at least show some gratitude for me saving you from having your guts ripped out like a string of sausages.”

Ilesa turned her cattish eyes on him. “Yes, I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. How come a half-rate sorcerer who whines about magicking up a bit of food can cast a spell strong enough to blow a hole through all those zombies?”

“Book,” Nameless mumbled, as if in his sleep.

Nils got up and went to him, turning the dwarf’s face from side to side and peering into his eyes. Nameless blinked, and his lips parted. They were dry and cracked.

“Water,” Nils said. “He needs water.”

Nameless muttered something. Nils bent closer so that he could hear.

“What was that?”

“Shog… water.”

Silas clapped his hands, and a huge tankard with a great head of froth appeared in them. “I think I know what he wants.”

He went down on one knee, held Nameless’s head up, and put the tankard to his lips. The dwarf’s tongue dipped into the froth.

“Mmmnnng,” he grunted, and then took a sip. The sip became a glug, and then he pulled the tankard away from Silas and poured the contents all over his face, lapping up as much as he could.

“More!” he growled, and Silas produced another tankard out of thin air. Nameless sat up and downed the whole lot in one go. He let out a burp and then raised one bushy eyebrow at Ilesa.

“It’s all right, lassie. You can let go of my dwarfhood now.”

“What?”

Nameless nodded to his groin.

“Oh, I was just—”

“Aye, lassie, I know, but you’ll have to wait your turn.” A shadow seemed to cross his face then, and he looked deeply into the empty tankard. “How’s the magic holding up, laddie?”

“Need to take it easy,” Silas said. “I’ve used a lot of power already today.”

“I know,” the dwarf said. “Maybe more than you should have.” He gave Silas a lingering look.

“I don’t—” Silas began.

“I’ve seen dark things in my time,” Nameless said. “Darker than you can imagine. Just make sure you aren’t getting into something you can’t handle.”

Silas’s cheek twitched, and he looked like he was going to say something, but then turned away toward the milky face of Raphoe. When he turned back, there was something close to frenzy in his eyes, but then he blinked, and it was gone as quickly as it had come.

Nils didn’t like the atmosphere one bit. “Silas is gonna teach me to read,” he said, offering his hand to Nameless. The dwarf gripped his forearm so hard, Nils thought he might break a bone.

“Mixed blessing, if you ask me,” Nameless said, struggling to his feet. “Course, it depends on what you plan to read.” He shot a look at Silas before turning his gaze on Ilesa. It was a hard look he gave her, one that had her take a step back. “Lassie, lassie,” he said. “We’re all friends here.”

Ilesa forced a weak smile. Nils wondered how much of their earlier conversation the dwarf had heard. Just because he’d been lying there so still didn’t mean—

Nameless clapped him on the back so hard, Nils nearly coughed his guts up. “Proud of you, laddie. Mighty proud. Always said there was honor among thieves. Now, tell me,”—he gave Ilesa a beaming smile and then turned it on Silas—“what’s all the fuss about this place? Nightmares, my axe! I think I’m beginning to like it here.”

The dwarf’s hands went to his cheeks, and his eyes opened wide. “Where is my axe?”

“You dropped—” Nils started to say.

“I dropped it,” Nameless said. “Anyone fancy a ramble back to see if we can find it?”

Deathly silence.

“No? Oh, well, best press on then, assuming you’re ready to go?”

“Shouldn’t we wait until daybreak?” Silas asked sheepishly.

“Already here,” Nameless said, pointing at the twin suns on the horizon, where the three moons were sinking so quickly, it seemed their strings had been cut.

“The Cynocephalus dreams darkly, don’t they say?” Nameless set off toward the red and purple ribbons streaming across the brightening sky. “But maybe he’s not so troubled, after all. If I’m not very much mistaken, Qlippoth is going to do me the world of good. World of good, I tell you. Oh, and laddie.” Nameless beckoned Nils over. “Ignore what I just said. Take this chance to learn your letters. Never did me any harm. Here, you can have this.” He unshouldered his pack and dug around inside, pulling out a black leather book. “It belonged to an old friend.”

He gazed off into the distance, as if remembering. There was a film of moisture over his eyes.

“It’s beyond me,” Nameless said. “Maybe you’ll have more luck. And between you and me,”—he leaned in close to whisper—“it won’t do your teacher any harm to have a change of subject matter.”

“What’s it about?” Nils asked, trying to work out the title on the cover.

“Gods and the like.” Nameless gave a bit of a shrug. “Love and peace, and a surprising amount of smiting.”

“Oh.” Nils turned up his nose.

“Don’t rubbish what you’ve not tried,” Nameless said.
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The suns came up like a pair of malevolent eyes, retaining their crimson hue even at their zenith. Gray clouds processed in front of them, misshapen islands floating in the cobalt sky.

The paralysis had left Nameless’s limbs and retreated to the edges of his mind, where it still lurked like the darkness at the edge of a campfire. He refused to give it quarter, though. His black dog moods were an enemy he couldn’t face head on, but he’d found they didn’t take too well to being ignored. He may not have been in the best of spirits, but experience had taught him that manufactured jollity had a way of duping him into the real thing.

He forced a grin as broad as a barn and set a brisk pace, all the while humming a jaunty ditty he’d picked up in Bucknard’s Beer Hall, back when there were still dwarves in Arx Gravis.

The thick green foliage they’d been traipsing through suddenly passed like smoke on the breeze and left them without warning atop a precipitous cliff above a roiling sea. White horses frothed toward a rocky beach hundreds of feet below, and here and there violent eddies and swirls sprang up with the randomness of pure chaos.

Nils let out a gasp and pointed at the huge cloak-like rays skimming beneath the waves. Nameless followed his finger to where half a dozen black dorsal fins basked close to the shore.

Silas was wheezing from exertion, and coughing into a pink-stained handkerchief.

Ilesa stood apart from the group, sullen in her dusky beauty. Her satin hair was whipped up by a gust of wind, and she looked to Nameless as full of elemental ire as one of the wailing spirits his pa Droom had told spooky stories about.

He’d heard everything they’d said back at the camp. His body might have been frozen by the dark sorcery of his mood, but there had been nothing wrong with his hearing. Still, he told himself, lest he wandered down that precarious path, she owed him no loyalty. She was what she was, same as Silas.

“So, what’s the plan?” Silas said between coughs. “Because I’d sooner we found another route. This sea air is killing me.”

“Maybe you should consult that book of yours,” Nameless said. “See if you can divine our passage.”

“It’s not that kind of book.”

“No, I figured that. So, unless anyone has a better idea, I say we fill our lungs with salty air and see what’s on the other side of these cliffs.”

Nameless turned and took a few jogging steps, making sure to lift his knees high and pump his arms. He abruptly stopped and made a show of looking past Nils and Silas to Ilesa.

“Unless, of course, you have anything to add, lassie.”

Ilesa pulled her hair back from her face and tied it with black ribbon. “Like I said, there are no maps. All we have to go on is hearsay.”

“But you’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

She nodded, chewing her bottom lip. “Came here once or twice with Brau. Got as far as the village we left behind. There were people there then. Ordinary folk we used to do business with. Course, we had to pay a fee to Shent, but it was good trade nonetheless.”

Nils stepped back from the edge, eyes full of wonder at the creatures he’d been spying on in the waters below. “What do you suppose happened to them?”

“Brau said he’d been beyond the village on a couple of occasions,” Ilesa said. “Told me there was some kind of plague that turned people into zombies. Last I heard, the villagers were planning to uproot and move elsewhere. Guess they left it too late.”

“Good of you to tell us,” Silas said, wiping his mouth and thrusting the handkerchief in his coat pocket.

“Didn’t think it was going to be a problem.”

Nameless caught her eye, tried to read her, but found her as inscrutable as Silas’s grimoire. “Anything else we should know, lassie, before we get ourselves neck deep in any more of the Demiurgos’s dung?”

“Actually, it’s the Cynocephalus’s—his bastard son,” Silas said.

“Doesn’t matter which shogger’s doing the dreaming. I just want to be forewarned.”

Ilesa held out her palms. “Village was as far as I got before. This is as new to me as it is to you. That’s all I know. Really.”

“Good enough for me,” Nameless said, turning his face to the chill wind gusting down the trail and wishing he’d not shaved his beard.

“But you didn’t hear what she said back there,” Nils said. “Back at the village.”

“Did,” Nameless said.

“You could hear?” Silas said, struggling alongside him. “Even at the camp?”

“Aye.”

Silas put a hand on his shoulder. “Nameless, wait up. I think I ought to clarify—”

“No harm done, laddie.” Nameless gave him a pat on the hand. “All just doing the best we can.”

Nameless continued along the clifftop path. He’d taken no more than a dozen steps, when he felt a wave of vertigo. He swooned, and found himself mere inches from the edge, whereas a moment ago he could have sworn it was feet.

“What the Abyss just happened?” Silas called out, making his tentative way toward Nameless in a diagonal path that took him away from the precipice. Nils and Ilesa had felt it, too, by the looks of it, and were stepping warily in Silas’s footsteps.

“Rock fall?” Nameless wondered out loud. Nonsense, of course, for he’d heard nothing, seen nothing.

“This don’t feel right,” Nils said, eyeing the cliff edge with suspicion. “It’s got the stink of magic about it.”

“Or dreams,” Ilesa said. “That’s what this place is, isn’t it? The land of nightmares? This sort of thing happens in dreams all the time.”

Nameless gave her a worried frown. “Not mine. If the Cynocephalus had half my imagination, we’d be on our fifth round by now. What about your dreams, laddie?” He shot a look at Nils. “No, on second thoughts, best not answer that.”

Nils reddened, and Nameless reached over to slap him on the shoulder. “Just joshing, laddie. Keeping the spirits up. Come on. If we back away from the edge…”

The words died in his throat. Behind them, where there should have been endless greensward rolling away from the ocean, there was now rough sea. The cliff was no more than a narrow strip of rock hundreds of feet above the raging waters.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Nils said, and promptly was.

Nameless looked down at his boots. There was barely a couple of feet to the edge either side. Might not have been too big a problem, had it not been for the wind, which was picking up, skirling around them with a whistling howl.

“We need to keep moving,” Ilesa said, ushering the others ahead of her. “Make it to the far side.”

She pointed in the direction Nameless had been leading them. Whereas before there had been no end in sight, now there was a freestanding wooden gate in the near distance, and a massive figure loomed on the other side of it.

Nameless squinted but could make out little, other than it was humanoid and very large.

“What is that?” Silas spoke so close Nameless could smell the rankness of his breath—coppery and pungent, like a wound turned bad.

“Giant?” Nameless wondered out loud. He winced at the recollection of the fire giant Sartis’s ruined head. If he didn’t shut the memory down right away, he’d be on a slippery slope to the black dog’s kennel. “Let’s go and ask.”

Before he could move, a chunk of earth broke away, and he slid toward the edge.

“Shog!” he cried, flailing about and hoping someone would grab his hand.

No one did, and the next instant he was plunging head over heels toward the hungry sea.
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“Nameless!” Nils screamed.

He shuffled forward, but soil and rock was still crumbling from the edge, and Silas was in his way.

“Why didn’t you grab him?” Nils asked the wizard. “You could’ve caught him?”

Silas turned to Ilesa, spread his palms. “Happened too fast. You saw, didn’t you? There was no time.”

“I saw,” Ilesa said. She moved along the path a little way so she could approach the edge and look over. She stared down at the sea for a long time, like she was considering something. “There was no time,” she said with a sigh. “Nothing you could have done.”

“Bollocks,” Nils said. His mouth was full of the snot dripping from his nose, and there were tears streaming down his cheeks. He felt too angry to be ashamed about it, though. Too scared. “So what are we gonna do now, huh? What the shog are we gonna do?”

“Press on,” Silas said.

“Go back,” Ilesa said at the same time.

Nils wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Don’t see no point staying out here without Nameless. Thought finding the dwarves was what this was all about.”

“Then you thought wrong,” Silas said. “There were always other considerations, only you never thought to ask. You two do what you like. I’m going to speak to the giant.”

Nils didn’t like the look of the looming presence one little bit. “Rather you than me, mate. I’m off. Coming?” he asked Ilesa.

She didn’t look right. Her forehead was beaded with sweat, and she’d turned a sickly gray. “Yeah, I’m coming.”

“You all right?” Nils said. “Only you don’t look—”

“Fine,” she said, shooting a glare at Silas. “Least I will be, when we get back to Malfen. Don’t look so good yourself.”

Nils had been too shocked to notice. Seeing Nameless plunge over the edge had cut him deep. Not that he gave a stuff about the dwarf, he told himself. It was just… just shocking, is what it was. He put the back of his hand to his head. Reckoned he had a fever. “Shog, I’m burning up. How about you, Silas?”

“No, I’m fine.” Silas leaned in close to peer at Nils. “Well, no worse than normal. You get bitten by those zombies?”

“Just scratches, mainly.” Nils’s hand went to his ear. “Think one of them might’ve chewed on my lughole.”

“How about you? Any bites?” Silas moved to examine Ilesa, but her dagger was at his throat before he could lay a finger on her.

“Go shog yourself.”

Silas withdrew, holding his hands up placatingly. “Only, I saw something about them in the grimoire, when it made me… when I cast that spell.”

“Show me,” Ilesa said.

Silas unfastened his bag and pulled out the book. He started to leaf through the pages. “I know it was here somewhere. Should have made a note of the page, only it was so hectic back there.”

“Shogging Brau,” Ilesa said. “Never told me they’d taken over the village. What is it with people?”

“Somewhere around here,” Silas went on, oblivious. “Somewhere…”

Nils caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his head to see the giant plodding down the clifftop path toward them. Only, it weren’t just a large man. It weren’t rightly human, what with it only having one massive eye set in the center of its forehead. “Uh, Silas…”

“Patience, boy,” Silas said with a tut. “Can’t you see I’m…”

“Silas!”

“What’s this?” the cyclops said in a voice like rolling thunder. “Nice happy family out for a blustery stroll? What brings you good folk all the way out here?”

“Dwarves,” Nils blurted out.

“Blight… Nothing,” Silas said. “I mean, yes, dwarves.”

Ilesa just coughed up a load of phlegm, wheezing like a somnificus smoker.

“You are ill?” the cyclops said. “You must come out of the wind.” It turned, as if to lead them toward the gate.

“Fine,” Ilesa said with a grimace. “I’m fine. We’re just leaving.”

“That may not be possible.” The cyclops looked over their heads, back down the trail.

“Oh, it’s possible,” Ilesa said, drawing her sword, and still clutching her dagger in the other hand.

Nils followed the cyclops’ gaze and felt his stomach fill with lead. “What the shog?”

The clifftop path had vanished. From a few yards behind Ilesa, there was nothing but roiling black mist.

“How?” Silas said, closing the grimoire and gawping like a startled turkey.

“You are new to Qlippoth?” the cyclops asked. “This is simply the way of things here.”

Ilesa sheathed her sword and dagger. “Seems we have no choice,” she said. “After you.”

“Good,” the cyclops said. “It’s been a long time since I had visitors. No one seems to just drop by these days.”

He set off the way he’d come from with long, loping strides.

“Come on,” Silas said. “I can look for the page about zombie bites when we get wherever we’re going.”

Nils grunted his approval and followed the wizard.

It was only when they had passed beyond the gate and started through a dense pine forest, that he felt a gnawing at the back of his mind.

He turned to find that Ilesa had vanished.
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Teeth rushed up toward Nameless’s face. Huge teeth. Colossal.

He tumbled for an eternity—far longer than he should have. Far slower, too. It took his befuddled brain a moment to realize that he’d be dead already, if this were natural. Dead, or at least extremely wet, and then dead, seeing as he couldn’t swim.

The fall turned into a wafting descent, a gentle swirl toward the maw of a gigantic fish—a fish with the biggest, sharpest, most luminescent… not teeth. Not teeth at all. They were bars of light across a cavernous opening that was certainly mouth-like, if not an actual mouth.

He tried to twist around, tried to swim against whatever sorcerous current had caught hold of him, but he was pulled relentlessly down. He shut his eyes as he struck the bars of light and felt… nothing. Nothing, besides a warm tickling sensation.

And then he was standing upon a tongue. It was rough-textured, slick with frothy spit, and black as coal. It retracted sharply, and he lost his footing, landing plumb on his backside.

The tongue carried him toward an aperture that pressed wetly about him, and then he was falling again, or rather sliding deeper and deeper into the gullet of whatever leviathan had swallowed him whole.

The descent leveled out after a few seconds, and he was able to rise to his feet on a squelchy, viscous floor. Goo stuck to the soles of his boots, trailed him when he took a step toward… toward… What was it, a door?

Right in the middle of the sinuous tube of flesh and slime he stood within, was a round portal made of wood. It even had a brass handle, which he clasped and twisted.

Greenish light spilled through the crack, and then the door opened onto a spherical chamber with a gilled ceiling, like the underside of a mushroom. Clusters of wriggling uvulae dangled from above, and the floor was alive with hundreds of purplish lips, opening and closing, as if holding some silent conference.

Opposite the entrance, there was a vast circular window with a dark spot at its center. There were fish outside, darting in and out of coral and seaweed. Nameless gasped as he realized this was the creature’s eye, seen from the inside. A single, gigantic orb that must have been set in the middle of its head.

Before the eye-window, there was a stool that seemed molded from fungi.  Seated upon it was a tiny humanoid with ropey, gray dreadlocks and olive skin.

A homunculus.

It spun to face Nameless.

“Abednago is my name.” The homunculus tapped the tips of his fingers together, almost as if he were giving a sarcastic clap. “Why so surprised? You’ve seen homunculi before.” He stood and approached Nameless the way you might approach a wild animal. “Come, Nameless.” Abednago put a hand on his arm and led him toward the eye-window.

“How do you know my—”

“I was a close observer of the chief events in your… how shall I put it?”

“Downfall?”

Abednago took hold of a tuberous nodule in the wall and twisted it.

Another mushroom-like stool rose up in front of the eye. He gestured for Nameless to sit, and took the other stool himself.

“Story,” he said. “You have heard of the pride before the fall? Well, is there not a tradition of the subsequent rise?”

“Don’t bother, whatever you’re going to say next,” Nameless said. “I’ve endured enough trickery from your kind for a lifetime.”

“Who said anything about trickery,” Abednago said. “My point was really a matter of observation. Of patterns. Heroes fall. Heroes rise again. It’s just the way of things.”

“Ah, then perhaps you are not familiar with dwarven tragedy.”

“Perhaps,” Abednago said.

“How long have you been following me?” Nameless asked the question with a degree of trepidation, but he already knew the answer in his gut.

“Since Arx Gravis.”

Nameless hung his head and waited for the black dog to make its move.

“It was not your fault,” Abednago said.

“Rubbish.”

“You believe you are too clever to be deceived? Too strong?”

Nameless felt every muscle in his body tense. When he spoke, it was through gritted teeth. “I was neither.”

“Then what choice did you have? How could you have done things differently?”

“I didn’t have to enter Gehenna. Didn’t have to bring back the axe.”

The homunculus sighed and closed his eyes. “Maybe you did. Maybe it was written in stone.”

“Why me? Why me and not someone else?”

“The Demiurgos knows you are special. He wants you for his own.”

“Then being special is what makes me dangerous.”

“It is what gives us hope,” Abednago said. “It is what may yet save your people.”

Nameless scoffed at that. “Save them? I’m the one they’re running from.”

“A beast beaten will recoil from a raised hand, even if the intention is to stroke. The dwarves of Arx Gravis would have been killed with or without your help. It is the lot of your people. It was the lot of your ancestors who once dwelt in the most powerful citadel in all of Aethir.”

“Arnoch? That’s just a myth. And besides, they destroyed themselves.”

“Ah, but did they have a choice?” Abednago cocked his head. “Nameless, there is something I wish to show you. Will you allow me?”

Nameless shifted uncomfortably on his stool and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Is it hot in here?”

The homunculus shook his head.

“I’m feeling nauseous,” Nameless said, pinching the bridge of his nose and belching. “Laddie, anything you want to show me is likely the start of an elaborate deception.”

“We are a people divided, Nameless. Yes, our nature is deception, but there are some among us who would play our father at his own game.”

Nameless raised an eyebrow. “The Sedition?”

Abednago gave a slight smile. “Even within the Sedition, we are divided. Divided upon the issue of the dwarves.”

“Why—?”

Abednago raised a hand. “Later. Let’s just say it concerns the experiments of Sektis Gandaw.”

Nameless’s brain was flipping somersaults trying to fathom what on Aethir the homunculus could mean.

The Technocrat was often credited with the creation of the dwarves. The Annals said he’d altered the basic makeup of humans he’d kidnapped from Urddynoor. They were engineered for mining scarolite—useful tools and nothing more. When that usefulness ceased, the dwarves were discarded as easily as the Ant-Man and his pets.

“Don’t dwell upon it now,” Abednago said. “Some things are better shown than told.”

He stared straight ahead through the great eye of the fish-ship, and a ripple passed around the chamber. The view outside shifted as the craft began to move.







SILAS







“I tell you, I don’t bleedin’ like it,” Nils whispered, tugging on Silas’s sleeve.

Silas was starting to agree with the lad, but what could they do? They’d followed the cyclops through acres of woodland, and now they could be anywhere, for all he knew. He couldn’t even tell which was east and which was west, so dismal were his wilderness skills. And as for Ilesa—

“And what about Ilesa?” Nils continued in his whinging whisper. “What do you suppose happened? I mean, did she fall like Nameless? Did the fog take her?”

“Maybe she just took the chance to save her own skin.”

Nils looked dumbfounded. “Nah, she wouldn’t do that. Would she?”

“She was quite prepared to leave Nameless, remember? We have no reason to trust her.”

The cyclops ceased his mile-eating strides and turned to tower over them. He made a show of counting them with his fingers and then frowned.

“Thought there were three of you. What happened to the other? You know, the female with the succulent… in all the leather?”

Silas shrugged and turned his palms up. “No idea. One minute she was there, the next she was gone. That’s two companions we’ve lost today.”

“Two?” the cyclops said, looking out through the forest.

“Yes,” Nils said. “We were traveling with a—”

“So have we arrived yet?” Silas said, clapping his hands together.

“We have.” The cyclops pushed through the last of the trees, until they stood before a cave set into a craggy bank. “Welcome to my home.” He ducked inside the opening then poked his head back out. “Coming?”

Silas looked at Nils, and the lad merely shrugged and went into the cave. 

Nils’s condition had worsened during the trek through the woods. His skin was ashen, his hair slick and matted with sweat. He seemed to be having difficulty breathing, the air rattling in and out of his lungs with a worrying wheeze. It had to be the zombies. Had to, otherwise, how come Silas was the only one not to be infected?

If the blasted cyclops hadn’t come upon them when he did, Silas felt sure he could have found the reference to zombie bites in Blightey’s grimoire. He’d only seen it in passing, during the casting of whatever spell had cut a swath through the cadavers. He probably should have paid more attention at the time, but the book had unnerved him. Damned thing seemed to have a life of its own. Even now, he had the nagging sensation it was whispering prompts at the back of his mind, not loud enough to be fully discernible. Messages below the threshold of awareness, although not quite so deep that they didn’t ring alarm bells.

He should have listened to the warnings back at the Academy. Maybe it was for good reason Blightey’s grimoire was off limits. Then again, so much in Silas’s past had been off limits, but he’d always prevailed in the end. No, he wasn’t about to let the scaremongering of a bunch of ivory-tower academics keep him from his research. He was onto something here, and the book’s obvious power only confirmed that. Magic was like anything else worth knowing. You had to proceed with caution, one step at a time; had to get to know each stage thoroughly, harness it to your will, and then move on only when ready. Had to show it who was master, that was all. Fear was for the weak and the ignorant.

Silas followed Nils inside.

The entrance bore into the rocky bank some way, then converged on a tunnel mouth, where Nils and the cyclops were waiting.

The three of them descended half a dozen natural steps, until they reached a far larger cathedral cavern. The skins of different animals covered much of the floor, their bones stacked in piles upon ledges at various heights. Two massive ensconced torches shed their guttering glow across one corner of the cavern, and this is where the cyclops led them, gesturing for them to be seated on a fur hide so large, it could have belonged to some kind of elephant.

“Do you have any food?” Silas asked. “Only, my friend here is sick. He was bitten by a walking corpse.”

“Only what I brought back with me,” the cyclops said.

“Don’t want none,” Nils said, curling up on the rug. “Just need to sleep.”

Silas shook him by the shoulder. “Wouldn’t do that just yet, Nils. Let me look for that page again.” The instant the words left his mouth, he regretted it.

“Oh, yes,” the cyclops said. “I was meaning to ask you about that book you were looking at when I happened upon you.”

Happened upon? Hardly. The giant had virtually stalked them. How long he’d been standing there by the gate while they struggled along the clifftop path was anyone’s guess.

“It’s just a book,” Silas said.

“I like books.” The cyclops fixed Silas with a stare of his single great eye. The pupil was the size of a saucer, the iris amber and resembling nothing so much as a crocodile’s. “What’s it about?”

Silas swallowed, did his best to improvise. “Flora and fauna, you know the sort of thing. Boring, really. Stuff about mushrooms and insects.”

“And it will help with the boy’s sickness?”

“Maybe,” Silas said. “If I can find the right page.”

“Let me look,” the cyclops said. “I’m good at finding things. Big eye like this has some advantages, you know.”

Silas covered his satchel with his arm. “It’s all right, thanks. I think I can find it now.”

“I said let me look.” The cyclops held out a big meaty hand and tilted his head, the great eye suddenly feral and predatory.

Shit, shit, shit, Silas thought, racking his brains for a spell that might help. If he could shock the thing and grab Nils, they might be able to make a run for it.

The cyclops twiddled his enormous fingers impatiently.

Shock! That was it. The words of the casting danced through Silas’s mind, his lips moving as slightly as a ventriloquist’s as he reached over and grabbed the cyclops’s thumb. A sparking charge of static shot down Silas’s arm and burst into blue fire that consumed the giant’s hand.

Consumed, but did no harm.

“Oh,” Silas said.

“Uh uh.” The cyclops wagged his finger. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

He leaned forward, pushed Silas gently back with one hand, and took the satchel from him with the other.

“Well, well, well, what have we got here? A grimoire, if I’m not very much mistaken. A grimoire of the eleventh degree, no less. Now, what’s a pusillanimous whelp like you doing with something so puissant? No, don’t say anything. You can tell me after dinner.” The cyclops let out a malevolent chuckle. “Well, maybe not. Remember, I said I only had what I brought home with me?”

Silas gulped, and wished he’d been able to do something to stop Nameless from plunging to his death. He’d have given anything to have the dwarf waltz in and take command of the situation.

“Now, be a good little wizard,” the cyclops said, “and use that poxy magic of yours to rustle up a fire. Can’t remember the last time I had cooked meat.”







NAMELESS







At first, Nameless thought it was a coral bed, but then he realized that was an effect of the distance. As they drew nearer, he could see enormous spires crusted with barnacles, towers swathed in weeds, minarets green with algae, and buttressed gatehouses decked with brightly-colored anemones. It was as big as an island, an impossible structure encased in a vast bubble of either water or glass. This was something far beyond the architectural abilities of any race he’d come across on Aethir, outstripping even the magnificence of Arx Gravis. There could be no doubt in his mind what it was they were approaching. This was no mere legend. It was looming right up in front of him, a citadel at the bottom of the ocean, the prehistoric capital of the Dwarf Lords.

“Arnoch,” he whispered.

“Legends are like dreams,” Abednago said. “Most are based on truth.”

“But Aethir itself was dreamed,” Nameless said. “By the Cynocephalus. So none of this is real, if you look at it that way.”

The homunculus gave him the sort of smile a parent might give a child that was just starting to find its way in the world. His eyes sparkled, as if within they contained the brightness of a thousand stars. “The dreams of a god are of a quite different order. Quite different.”

Nameless didn’t like where this conversation was going. Already, his head was pounding. His brother Lucius had been the family philosopher. Nameless was more for strong drink and the thrill of battle. Didn’t mean he wasn’t a thinker, only he preferred more tangible concepts.

“So, the dog-head is a god, then?”

That hadn’t been his impression when he’d snuck into the womb-like chamber in the bowels of Gehenna and found the Cynocephalus asleep beneath its shield. It had been bestial, a giant baboon that looked to be formed from organic scarolite. It was a dangerous memory to indulge. He knew that as soon as he caught the echo of the knight Galen’s screams, the crunching of his bones.

Abednago shrugged. “Some say so. Others say there is only one true god, and that a dog-headed ape falls short of the definition. As do his parents, for that matter.”

The craft shuddered as it passed through the bubble surrounding the city, and they turned toward a round stone door set between two towers.

Nameless clutched the sides of his stool. They were going to crash, he was sure of it, but at the last moment the craft slowed.

A sucking, gurgling sound rolled through the chamber. There was a whir and a click, and then they were still.

A hairline crack split the center of the circular door, which filled the eye-window. It swiftly drew wider to reveal a short corridor that ended in an identical portal.

“Stay seated,” Abednago said. “Then you won’t have to go out the way you came in.”

“Thank shog for that, laddie. I was—Aaagh!”

The stool fell through the floor and came to a jolting halt directly below in the cavernous maw Nameless had entered by.

“Aren’t you coming?” he hollered up to the homunculus.

Abednago peered through the hole left by Nameless’s stool. “Remember the courage we were talking about? This is definitely something you need to do alone.”

“Do what?” Nameless said, feeling his hackles rise.

“We’ve docked at the Royal Passage. There was once a time this entrance would have been so heavily guarded, uninvited guests would have needed an army to get inside. Come to think of it, that’s exactly what some tried. None succeeded. Head through the far doors and keep going straight till you reach the throne room. From there, pray to whatever god you believe in and hope for the best.”

Nameless grunted and stood. “Sounds encouraging.”

“And Nameless, be on your guard. The evil that destroyed the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch may be impossibly old, but it could very well endure.”

“Now why doesn’t that surprise me? Don’t suppose you have a spare axe, laddie?”

“When the mouth opens,” Abednago called from above, “hold your breath.”

“What?” Nameless said, taking a step back. “But I can’t swi—”

The jaws of the fish-craft parted, and water rushed in.

Nameless gulped in a last breath of air and held it.

The tongue poked out, carrying him into the corridor beyond the round opening. As soon as the tongue withdrew, the door snapped shut behind him.

The passageway was completely submerged. Salt water stung his eyes and blurred his vision. Froth bubbled around his head, and debris rose up from the floor—ribbons of cloth, dust and weed. Something larger shifted across the bottom—a skeleton. It was dwarven and draped in rusty mail.

Nameless’s lungs started to burn. He needed to breathe. His heart was thumping and whooshing in his ears as he turned back to the entrance and scratched at the stone, seeking purchase, seeking a way out before…

There was a grating sound, as the edges of the floor slid back to reveal holes through which the water began to drain away.

Nameless tipped his head back and gasped in stale air. The door at the far end slid apart to reveal a long antechamber knee-deep in water, which was emptying amid a great torrent of noise.

Ensconced torches, which should have been too sodden to take, burst into wavering light. Not the light of natural flame, but a mauve radiance that sat like a halo atop each torch.

He waited for the water to clear before stepping into the corridor, footsteps echoing in time with the drip, drip, drip from the ceiling.

Following Abednago’s instructions, he ignored the flanking doors running along both walls, and approached the stone double doors at the end.

Two crumpled skeletons lay before the doors. Each wore chainmail, brown with rust, each carried a spear, and each appeared to have died from horrific wounds. One’s skull had been pulverized, leaving nothing but fragments atop its spine. The other had a gaping hole through its sternum, a crushed leg, and a missing arm. The city may have sunk beneath the waves, Nameless thought, but that wasn’t what had killed these two.

He searched in vain for a means to open the double doors. There was no handle, merely a crack down the center. There was an inscription engraved in the stone. He found he had to squint to read it, as his vision had grown cloudy and he was sweating once more. The scratches he’d picked up from the zombies were itching like crazy, and one or two of the bites were festering.

No matter, he thought. He’d endured worse, and he knew from experience that his body was hardy enough to fight off any infection. Any common infection, he added with a niggling concern. He banished the thought to the back of his mind.

The letters came into focus. They were inscribed in Old Dwarven, the language of the Annals Lucius had been so obsessed with; the very books that had led him to the black axe. Nameless was no scholar of the ancient tongue, but he’d picked up a few words and phrases.

He rubbed away some of the sediment from the grooves chiseled into the door, and frowned at the word he’d revealed:

GENUFLECTIO.

Was it an instruction? Was that the key to gaining entrance?

He dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

The grating of stone upon stone caused him to look up to see the door cracking open down the center.

Beyond it was an immense chamber forested with fluted columns, a massive dais rising in the center like a stepped island. There was an intricate throne at the top of the edifice. It was carved from stone, and upon it sat the skeleton of a dwarf robed in sodden brown that may once have been crimson. A lopsided crown of gold bedizened with gems encricled a rusty helm that encased much of the skull, and above the seated figure, floating in midair, was a sight that froze the breath in Nameless’s lungs.

A great double-bladed axe hung suspended, gleaming like a small sun. It was a perfect facsimile of the Pax Nanorum, only this one was gold rather than black.

He distrusted it instantly. He may have been a numbskull, but he’d be damned if he was going to fall for the same trick twice.

He looked away, scanning the chamber, noting the three other entrances: open archways that led to more torchlit corridors. Half a dozen algae-coated pillars had collapsed, split in two like felled trees, and there were flights of stairs around the perimeter that led to a gallery. More broken dwarf skeletons were piled up in the corridors, their backs to the throne room, as if they’d died defending it.

Nameless approached the dais, treading carefully on stone slick with seaweed. Here and there, water collected in pools, where the drainage grilles were clogged with debris. He hopped between chunks of fallen masonry, until he reached the bottom step, then made his way to stand before the throne.

The dwarf king’s skeleton was intact. Perhaps he had escaped the fate of his brethren and had perished either by drowning, or in some other more natural way. The golden light of the axe glinted from the king’s crown-topped helm and gave a yellowish tint to the exposed parts of his skull. There was a brooding sadness about the figure, and Nameless felt deep in his bones the terrible loss of something that could never be reclaimed. If the legends contained even a grain of truth, the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch were heroes, each and every one of them, great warriors stubbornly holding back the hordes of nightmare that spilled from the mind of the Cynocephalus.

His heart quickened at the thought he had been brought here for a reason, that fate was at last smiling on him and had offered him a glimpse of what his people—Gandaw’s pale imitation of the lords of Arnoch—could have been. Might still become. That hope alone, so great as it was, set his mind to crying warning.

Had he not felt the same way when he’d plucked the black axe from the depths of Gehenna? Had his heart not swelled with pride and the anticipation of a golden age for his people when he returned to Arx Gravis as the Corrector, and offered to lead them out of their self-imposed exile?

Nameless turned and started back down the steps. He’d not make the same mistake again. No, Arnoch was just a legend, and whatever this sunken city really was, it had the reek of deception about it.

“Wait,” a voice as dry as dust grated from behind him.

Nameless spun, the breath catching in his throat.

The skeleton on the throne held up one bony hand. Its skull pivoted to look at him through empty sockets.

“Have you come back to us?” the king said. “Is it over?”

“What…” Nameless licked his lips and tried to give his fear voice. “What are you?”

The skeleton looked down at its hands, raised fingers to prod at its fleshless face, and let out a forlorn sigh. “How long has it been? The city has risen, yes?”

Nameless slowly shook his head. “I came in a magical craft that traveled beneath the waves. The water has just now drained away.”

“And yet years have passed, eating the flesh from my bones.” The king tried to stand, but his legs broke away from his torso, and he had to remain seated. “Then we failed. The creature must still live. Whoever you are, whatever brought you here, you should go, while you still can.”

Nameless took a step toward the throne. He wasn’t sure whether or not to bow, and elected instead to stand with his arms folded across his chest.

“This creature you refer to must surely have perished. Arnoch has been lost to the world since the dawn of history.”

The king looked up at the axe floating above his head. “No, it lives. Even after all this time, it lives. See how the Pax Nanorum glows in warning.”

Pax Nanorum. Just the mention of that terrible name sent Nameless to his knees. Tears welled in his eyes, and his limbs began to shake.

“No more,” he said through chattering teeth. “No more. Leave me alone. Haven’t I done enough already?”

The king turned his empty eyes back toward Nameless. “What is it, my brother?”

“The axe. I have seen it before; held it, but back then it was black.”

“No,” the king said. “It has always been thus.”

“But the name…”

“‘Peace of the Dwarves’. It is written in the old tongue upon the haft.” The king gave a grating laugh. “Old tongue, indeed. Old even when Arnoch was young.”

“But I wielded the Pax Nanorum,” Nameless said, each word a poison to be spat out. “It made me… made me do such things.”

The king reached out a skeletal hand. “Come closer. Let me touch you.”

Nameless rose and stepped up to the throne. He shut his eyes as the king’s cold, hard fingers caressed his face.

“There is strength in you. Great strength. I’ve not felt its like since the time of the Arnochian Immortals, the chief of whom wielded the Pax Nanorum. There is something else, as well. You are sick. A fever? An infection, perhaps? Whatever evil resides within you now, it is not moral.”

Nameless mopped sweat from his brow. His limbs had grown icy and leaden. He could have sworn he was coming down with a cold, maybe something worse. What was wrong with him? Normally he’d have shaken off infection without even noticing it. Was it the zombies? Had they afflicted him with some vile magic?

“The axe was destroyed,” Nameless said. “But too late. My people… So many of my people…”

The king gave a slow nod. “It is an ill fate to be a dwarf. The Cynocephalus dreamed us into being to fend off the horrors of his own nightmares, and it is for that reason the nightmares sought us out, strove to destroy us.”

“But my people are not natives of Aethir,” Nameless said. “Not truly. We were brought from the world of Urddynoor and changed by the Technocrat Sektis Gandaw. If we bear any relation to the dwarves of Arnoch, it is by way of parody, caricature.”

The king gestured above his head to where the axe emitted its golden glow. “I know nothing of what you say, only that when you entered Arnoch, the city recognized you as a dwarf, for otherwise the waters would not have drained.”

Nameless opened his mouth to protest, but the king silenced him with a wag of a bony finger.

“Touch the Axe of the Dwarf Lords,” he said. “If you are not of the bloodline of the Immortals, she will reject you.”

“I cannot,” Nameless said, sweat running down his face in rivulets. “Not after what happened before. I’m sorry, I must leave.” He turned to do so but stumbled and nearly fell. “What the shog is wrong with me?”

“Please, my brother, touch the axe. There is so little time, and I must know. Must know if you have the blood of the Immortals running through your veins.”

Nameless took another step down. “Trust me,” he said, “I don’t. I’m a miner’s son.”

The king let out a groan of utter hopelessness. “Then it was all for nothing. All for—”

A crash sounded from one of the corridors, echoing off into the silence that enshrouded the city.

Nameless turned to face the king, who was staring in the direction of the noise.

Nothing.

No more sound.

And then there was a muffled thud, and the king’s head dropped to his chest. “As I feared,” he said. “It is still alive.”

Another thud, followed in quick succession by another. Footsteps. Heavy pounding footsteps, rapidly drawing nearer.

“Quickly,” the king said. “You must take the axe. It is your only hope.”

Thud, thud, thud.

“No,” Nameless said, scanning the room for alternative weapons. “I will not.”

“Then it is over,” the king said. “I have failed.” His head fell again, and this time, the torso crumpled onto the throne and shattered.

The thudding footfalls grew faster and louder, like the beating of a heart about to burst.

Nameless ran down the last of the steps and lunged for a chunk of rock. He whirled, coming up in a fighting crouch, as a colossal man charged into the chamber, stopped, and stared straight at him.

Nameless felt the chill of its malevolence sweep over him, commanding him to flee. His fingers tightened around the rock as he backed away.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. The head was a mask of leather, crudely stitched with thick black thread. The body was the color of dead flesh, recognizably human but massive, twice Nameless’s height, broad-shouldered and bullish.

It lurched toward him, and he let loose with the rock. The throw lacked any force. Whatever sickness afflicted him had all but drained his strength. The rock bounced harmlessly from the monster’s skin and clattered across the floor.

A haze of red passed before Nameless’s eyes, and he retched. Clutching his roiling guts, he headed for the corridor he’d entered by, but the creature moved to cut him off.

“Great,” Nameless muttered. “Shogging great.”

He just wanted to lie down and sleep, but he knew it would be a sleep he’d never wake up from. Either the illness would claim him, or the hulking aberration would crush him, like it had done everyone else who’d stood against it.

“I will not be ill,” Nameless growled through clenched teeth. “Someone give me ale, for shog’s sake.”

The monster ran straight at him, and he just about managed to roll beneath a bludgeoning fist. Before he regained his feet, the thing had hold of him by the hem of his hauberk and slung him into the wall. Nameless hit with a sickening crunch. Salty blood dripped to his lips. His head swam with dizziness, and he swayed as he stood. Heavy footsteps thundered toward him, and it was blind instinct that made him fall flat on his face as another hammer blow sailed over his head and punched a hole in the rock.

Nameless roared his frustration and threw himself toward the closest corridor. He twisted and rolled amid a spray of rock shards sent up by the monster’s pounding fists. He ended up on top of a skeleton and prized the sword from the dead dwarf’s fingers.

“I refuse to be sick!” he bellowed, spinning, and swinging the blade in a murderous arc.

The sword struck flesh but rebounded, jolting his arm and sending stabs of pain through his shoulder. He scrabbled backward, tripping and losing his grip on the blade.

The creature came at him relentlessly, unstoppable even as Nameless cast dust into its blank eyes and snatched up a sturdy spear.

“Die, you shogger!” he bellowed. He thrust with every last ounce of his strength, burying the spear deep in its chest and twisting. The tip punched through the monster’s back but there was no blood, only sawdust.

A massive hand took hold of the spear shaft and pulled it free, before snapping it and casting it aside. The wound drew together, and thick black stitches ghosted into view, holding it tight.

“Shog,” Nameless swore.

He darted past the creature, narrowly avoiding a haymaker that collapsed a section of the wall. Snatching up the sword again, he dived for the throne room, came up running, and sprinted to the top of the dais.

The monster was right on his tail, kicking its way through a fallen pillar and splashing across a pool of water.

Nameless waited until it was on the step below, and swung with both hands. The sword cut right through the collar bone, burying itself deep in the ribcage, but the creature continued upward, as if merely bitten by an irritating fly.

Nameless darted behind the throne, but a tremendous blow shattered the stone and sent him tumbling off the back of the dais.

The breath was punched from his lungs as he hit the floor hard on his back. 

The creature glared down at him and prepared to jump, silhouetted against the glow of the axe still suspended above the ruined throne.

Nameless wished with all his heart that he’d taken the dead king’s advice, but it was too late. He tried to push himself backward with his legs, but his strength had finally seeped away.

This was it, the end he deserved. He prayed to the victims of Arx Gravis for forgiveness, even as the monster leapt.

With a flash and a speed impossible to imagine, the Pax Nanorum shot into his hand. In that one timeless moment, golden fire coursed through his veins, burning away every last drop of malignancy and filling him with incandescent rage.

He twisted away from the creature’s leap, surged to his feet, and brought the axe down in one fluid movement. It cleaved through leather and sawdust, and the head came away from the body. He struck again, this time half-shearing through its hip, but once more, the wound healed, and the ghastly head spun in the air and affixed itself back upon the neck.

“What the Abyss?” Nameless whispered as the thing gathered itself for a charge. Could nothing stop it? Not the entire might of the people of Arnoch? Not even the Axe of the Dwarf Lords?

He spun clear of its lumbering grasp and circled away around the chamber.

This time, as the monster ran at him, the axe communicated something deep within his mind, and he flung it with all his renewed might.

The air whistled, and the blades flashed golden as they tore straight through the monster’s waist, cleaving it in two. The legs ran on for a second and then stopped to wait for the torso to climb back on top of them.

The axe turned in midair and flew back to Nameless’s hand. It had bought him a few seconds, nothing more, as the creature bunched its massive shoulders and charged again.

Nameless cast a look behind. He had his back to the corridor he’d entered by. With his new vigor, he might be able to make it back to the craft. Perhaps Abednago had been watching and was ready to leave before the creature could board.

He took a step toward the exit, and then all his old stubbornness reasserted itself.

This shogger had wiped out a civilization. It was invulnerable to attack, a relentless killer that would stop at nothing.

His mind flashed back to when he wore the impenetrable armor of the Lich Lord, carried the Shield of Warding; when he’d wielded the terrible might of the black axe with the strength of the fire giant’s gauntlets.

With a gut-wrenching realization, he thought this is how he must have seemed to the hapless victims at Arx Gravis, to Thumil and Cordy, and to the friend who had stopped him, Shadrak the Unseen.

“No!” he roared as the monster bore down upon him, fists raised for the killing blow. “I won’t stand for it!”

Argent streamed from the twin blades of the axe, obliterating the golden glow and erupting with the force of an exploding star.

The silver conflagration ripped through skin and leather as the chamber rumbled and the very air itself seemed to scream.

Light exploded in Nameless’s head, and he toppled into a well of infinite blackness.







NILS







Nils was starving. His guts were clenched tight as a fist, his veins were on fire, and he had a mouth full of saliva that overflowed down his chin in thick ropes of drool. He was so hungry, he’d have ripped off his own arm and wolfed it down, if he’d had the strength.

A deep rolling voice had awoken him. His cheek was pressed against warm fur, but his side was mostly numb from where he’d been lying on something hard and ungiving.

He turned his head and squinted into the flickering orange light coming from a fire—one of Silas’s, by the looks of it, but bigger than usual, and with a spit long enough to roast a horse.

Roasted horseflesh. The thought sent another pang of hunger through his belly. That sounded almost as good as… as good as… roasted human. Or better still, raw.

The cyclops was sitting on the opposite side of the fire, completely absorbed in Silas’s dodgy book. Its great unlidded eye was roving back and forth feverishly, and every so often, the giant would lick his thumb and turn the page.

“Nils,” Silas whispered from the left. “Are you all right?”

Nils didn’t rightly know how to answer that. He was burning up, shaking from head to toe, but he knew he’d be fine, if only he could sink his teeth into salty, bloody flesh.

“Nils.” Silas prodded him this time.

Nils turned to face him and licked his lips.

Silas must have seen something strange about him, because he went even paler than usual and scooted away on his backside. He cocked a thumb at the cyclops and mouthed something about trouble, but Nils was too hungry to take much notice.

“Aha!” the cyclops boomed. “Found what you were looking for. Told you I was good at finding things with this here eye. Knows a lot about zombies, this Blightey of yours. Knows a lot about all manner of unpleasant things. Sure he wasn’t from Qlippoth?”

“He’s dead,” Silas mumbled, and then said a little louder, “No, he was from Urddynoor, though he’s supposed to have come here at some point.”

“Fascinating,” the cyclops said, still mesmerized by the text he was reading. “Has a lot to say on the making of zombies, but then goes on to tell you how to unmake them, and how to cure infection caused by their bite.”

Silas was up in a flash. “Let me—”

“What, and spoil my fun?” the cyclops said. “We cyclopes are a magical race, you know. Runs in our blood. Always like to keep on top of new spells and the like, and this one,”—he gave them both a look that was as hungry as Nils felt—“looks like it might turn bad meat good, if you get my meaning.”

The cyclops held the book in one hand and made gestures in the air with the other. His thick lips moved in silent agreement with whatever sorcerous words he read upon the page.

A chill wind blew across Nils’s flesh. The blood in his veins turned to icy slush, and then he was up on his feet and feeling as right as rain.

“I’m fine,” he said to Silas. “I feel fine.”

“Great,” Silas muttered. “Now he can eat us.”

“What?” Nils turned from Silas to the cyclops.

A sickening grin spread across the giant’s face, and his lips parted to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth.

“Now don’t go getting yourself all scared,” he said. “Ruins the meat; makes it all tough and stringy.” He closed the book and stood to his full height, towering above Nils and Silas.

“Why don’t we talk about this?” Silas said.

“Shhhhh.” The Cyclops placed a finger against his lips. “Quiet now, my lovelies. Come to old Rumgorkin.”

He took a lurching step toward Nils and reached down with a shovel-like hand.

Nils dropped to his arse and scrabbled away. “No, don’t. Wait. Just wait up.”

Rumgorkin’s other hand snapped out and grabbed Silas by the hem of his coat. The wizard slipped out of the sleeves and backed alongside Nils.

The cyclops advanced another step. “Come on, my sweetmeats, no point in strug—”

“Hi, honey, I’m home.”—A voice only slightly less booming than the cyclops’s own, but definitely female.

“Huh?” Rumgorkin wheeled to face the steps that led down from the entrance.

A massive one-eyed woman stood there, leaning on a sharpened stake that appeared to have been crudely cut from a long branch. Her breasts were swollen sacks, heaving in a way Nils found strangely hypnotic.

Apparently, so did Rumgorkin. The cyclops licked his lips and walked toward her with a big stupid grin on his face.

“Miss me?” the cyclops woman asked, blowing him a kiss.

“But—”

Swift as a striking serpent, powerful as a titan, the woman twirled the stake in the air and thrust it straight through Rumgorkin’s lone eye.

The cyclops staggered away, flailing with his arms, screaming as blood spurted in great gouts as high as the cavern ceiling. He dropped to his knees then toppled over backward, twitched a few times and was still.

The cyclops woman took a step into the cave and collapsed. The air about her shimmered, and she shrank, until lying on the floor, sweat-drenched and clearly at death’s door, was Ilesa.







NAMELESS







“Shadrak?” Nameless said through a muddle of dreams and stillborn thoughts. “Shadrak, is that you?”

A short figure leaned over him, shadowy at first, but slowly coming into focus within the gloaming of returning consciousness.

Not Shadrak. Abednago.

“Is it…? Did I…?”

“It is. You did,” the homunculus said. “You are all I hoped you would—”

Nameless grabbed Abednago’s ankle and flipped him onto his back. He rolled on top of the homunculus and delivered a cracking blow to his mouth, then stood and dusted himself down.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords lay upon the charred floor of the corridor amid a pile of ash. Instinctively, he held out his hand, and it flew to his grasp.

“What…Why?” Abednago whimpered, wiping blood from his split lip.

“You knew about that thing,” Nameless said. “Knew, and still let me go in there.”

The homunculus rose shakily to his feet. “It had to be done. Had to. This is the only way.”

“Only way to what?”

“To save your people.”

Nameless rubbed his stubbly chin, ruing the day he’d chosen to have his hair and beard shaved. What did it matter if he eschewed the style most befitting a dwarf. Like so much he had done, it had been a stupid idea, a great dramatic statement that was as meaningless as it was pathetic. It was in his blood, the nature that had brought the dwarves to the brink of destruction. He should either put up or shut up. Denying the truth was an affront to all he believed in.

“What do you care about my people?”

The golden dweomer from the axe dimmed and then died out, leaving it a dull gray, not dissimilar to any other axe he might have found in any half-decent armory. Except for the etchings on the blades, the script upon the haft. Was it really possible that there could be no deception this time?

Abednago seemed about to say something but then looked away, contemplating the broken throne on the dais. When he finally spoke, he may as well have been talking to himself.

“The creature was called the Destroyer. No one else could even wound it, let alone defeat it. What did you do?”

Nameless shrugged. “Buggered if I know, laddie. Reckon it was more the axe than me. I hit the shogger with all I had, but it kept on coming. At first, the axe shone golden, but it was the silver fire that did it.”

“So, the Pax Nanorum accepted you. Good. That is very good.”

“Yes, well, whatever it did, I have no idea how to do it again. Far as I’m concerned, it’s just dead metal now.”

Abednago nodded absentmindedly. “And did the king say anything to you?”

“Aye,” Nameless said, regretting his final words to the skeleton. “Think I disappointed him. He had no idea of the time that had passed. He seemed to think the city had risen.”

“As indeed it has now,” Abednago said. “The dwarves’ final defense was to sink Arnoch. The engineering was staggering, even by the standards of my people. Truly staggering. When it became clear that there was no hope of surviving the Destroyer, a few thousand were selected, men, women, and children, and sent to found a new community far from here. Still others were sent to a secret place, where the Destroyer would never be able to reach them, should it ever surface from its watery tomb. Those who remained fought to the death, and at the last, King Arios sent Arnoch to the ocean floor.”

“But why? What did he hope to achieve?”

The homunculus made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “The entire city is encased in a crystalline globe. For centuries, it stood, an island upon the sea, unassailable to even the most horrific of the Cynocephalus’s nightmares. With each new encroachment on the mainland, the dwarves would set sail in their stone ships and drive back the darkness. They were dreamed by the Lord of Aethir to combat his own abysmal dreams, to keep his madness at bay. But the Cynocephalus is his own worst enemy. His mind is riddled with self-destruction, and so he dreamed a creature to hunt down the dwarves, a creature so terrible that nothing could stop it. Perhaps he overlooked the stubbornness of his guardians, though, for the dwarves would not give in. They vowed to take the Destroyer down, even at the cost of their own civilization. It was a brave stand, a foolish one perhaps, but today, it has been vindicated.”

Nameless gave a bitter laugh.

So, his people had something in common with the legendary heroes of Arnoch after all, even if it was just their bloody-mindedness.

A thought suddenly occurred to him. “The survivors of Arnoch: do they endure? Did they survive here in Qlippoth?”

The homunculus shook his head, and Nameless felt his hopes dashed. “They did not remain in the lands of nightmare, for to do so would have been the end of them, much as it may now be.”

Nameless scowled at the cryptic answer. “Speak clearly, or not at all.” Where he came from, folk called an axe an axe and had done with it.

“We are kin, your people and mine,” Abednago said. “Though many among the homunculi would deny it at all costs. We share a common ancestry.”

“Kin?” Nameless looked into the homunculus’s inscrutable eyes and felt cold fingers inching their way up his spine. “No, the dwarves of Arx Gravis are just the results of Gandaw’s meddling. He molded us from humans brought from Urddynoor.”

“Melded would better describe it,” Abednago said. “Melded you with the blood of the homunculi.”

Nameless couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He recalled the pain Shadrak went through upon learning of his origins as one of the spawn of the Demiurgos. How could such a thing have been concealed from the dwarves all this time?

Abednago gave the slightest of nods. “My people may be deceivers, but they are also obsessed with purity. Many could not abide the thought of our blood being tainted with that of another race. That is why they sought to destroy you.”

Nameless choked back his anger. He had no right to it.

“They inserted accounts of the false Pax Nanorum into the Annals of Arx Gravis,” Abednago said. “The weapon itself was inspired by the original, though it was forged from the lore of the Abyss. Their intention was for a dwarf to destroy the entire race; a dwarf more gifted than the rest. A special dwarf. It was the same ploy used by the Cynocephalus agains the Jötunn.”

The fire giant Sartis had used the dog-head’s gauntlets to wipe out his own race, and he had never forgiven himself for it.

Nameless had so many questions, but each was dashed like a breaking wave as the next formed in its wake.

“But why…” he struggled to find the words. “Why did Sektis Gandaw make us a mockery of the dwarves of Arnoch? Why not leave us in the form of humans, or even homunculi?”

Abednago sighed and steepled his fingers. He looked down at his feet, and when he raised his eyes once more, there was a new depth of sorrow in them. 

“You are right to believe Sektis Gandaw shaped what the dwarves of Arx Gravis became, but you are wrong about their true origins. Gandaw brought many people from Urddynoor. My people share his guilt in that, for we piloted the plane ships that carried them to Aethir. The dwarves of Arx Gravis, though, were molded from different matter. Remember, the blood of the homunculi runs in your veins, like a fault-line at the core of your being. Your people were not aware of this. Is it not possible they were deceived about the other half of their ancestry, too?”

Nameless’s mouth hung open as he finally pieced it together.

“The dwarves. The refugees from Arnoch…”

“Were the founders of Arx Gravis,” Abednago said. “You are born of the race of heroes.”

Nameless’s mind was awash with the implications of what Abednago was telling him. It all made sense, like the missing piece of a puzzle that had niggled away at the deepest stratum of dwarven consciousness for untold centuries.

But one thing still troubled him.

“Why? Why did he do this to us? Why taint us with the blood of…” The words trailed away when he caught Abednago’s wounded expression. Nameless grimaced. He hadn’t meant to offend the homunculus.

“Sektis Gandaw couldn’t tolerate mystery of any kind,” Abednago said, looking away. “He loathed the denizens of Qlippoth with all his being, for he had not created them; nor did they fit his theories of the cosmos. He would have unwoven the dwarves along with all of Creation, had he possessed the power at the time. Instead, he decided to use them in an experiment on my people, whom he also did not comprehend.”

Abednago fixed him with those deep, starry eyes.

“Gandaw’s way was always to vivisect mystery with the aimless blade of his warped science. I suppose he thought that, besides learning something of the homunculi in the process, he might also sow the seeds of the dwarves’ destruction within their own blood.

“You see, the nature of my people is deception; it is the stuff we are formed from, but it proved inimical to the founding fathers of Arx Gravis. They were the ones deceived. Maldark the Fallen was deceived by Gandaw, but the dwarves as a race were deceived as to who they really were.”

“But…” Nameless couldn’t grasp the enormity of what he was hearing. “But Gandaw didn’t create the homunculi. Why did he not seek to destroy them as well?”

“It was in his mind. It was ever in his mind, but Gandaw was not the only player. He was as prone to deception as any other human. My people worked with him, served under him, but all the while, he fell foul of a far darker plan than any he could have dreamed of.”

“I don’t understand, laddie.”

Nameless’s head was ready to burst from all the ideas bubbling to the surface. What was he to do? How could he ever hold such knowledge in his head without his skull splitting? He began to reel with giddiness.

“Think only of the moment,” Abednago said. “Even the homunculi cannot fathom all the ways of the Demiurgos. Besides, there are forces in the cosmos that surpass even him. Your path grows clearer, dwarf with no name. You know what you must do.”

“Find them?” Nameless asked. “That’s what I was trying to do. But what if they won’t listen? What if they are still afraid of me?”

“You have the Axe of the Dwarf Lords now. How could they not listen? Find the survivors of Arx Gravis before it is too late and the nightmares of Qlippoth destroy them. Find them, Nameless, and keep alive the legacy of Arnoch.”

Nameless nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “I will try.”

He doubted the dwarves would listen to him, axe or no axe, but he was driven by the need for penance, for some degree of restitution for what he had done, even though there could never be forgiveness.

“But first you must do something for me. If you’ve been watching me so closely, you’ll know I did not cross the Farfalls alone.”







SILAS







“I can’t find it,” Silas protested for the umpteenth time. “When are you going to get it?”

Nils was cradling Ilesa’s head, stroking her drenched black hair. “She’s dying, Silas. You have to try.”

It was worse than that. Silas had read that much on the page the instant he’d snatched up the grimoire. She was turning into a walking corpse, like those back at the village.

He’d found the page immediately, probably as a result of the cyclops marking it with a crease, although part of him worried that the book might be making things easy for him now. If that were the case, it was as fickle as it was beguiling. Truth was, he’d found the page, but he was damned if he was going to use it. He already felt the pull of the grimoire, felt like it had shackled his neck and tugged on the chains so that he had no choice but to read it. With a supreme effort of will, he closed the book. Supreme. He was the master, after all.

“You gotta keep trying, Silas,” Nils said. “You ain’t even looking.”

Silas started to open the grimoire again, bit his lip, and changed his mind. 

He slipped it into his satchel.

“I can’t, Nils. I just can’t.” He got to his feet and backed toward the steps. “I’m sorry. This book’s too dangerous. I’m going to find that cliff, fling it into the sea.”

“No,” Nils said, gently laying Ilesa’s head on the ground and standing. “You owe her.”

Silas almost laughed at that. Would have done, if he’d not been so frightened.

“Sorry,” he said again. “I tried.”

He turned and ran up the steps—straight into an armored chest as solid as a rock.

“Try harder, laddie.”

Silas backed away, hands flying to his mouth, which he knew was gaping like an idiot’s. “Nameless! Oh my word, Nameless!”

The dwarf glowered at him, hefted the axe that was slung over his shoulder. A new axe, by the looks of it, shoddier than the old one, and utterly dull, save for the swirls on the blade and some writing on the haft that was obscured by Nameless’s hand.

“Like I said, laddie, try harder.”

There was no give in his voice, and he seemed immovable as a mountain. 

The idea of a spell came to mind, but Silas knew he’d be dead before it left his lips. He’d seen this side of the dwarf before, but he’d never experienced it firsthand.

“I’ll… I’ll do my best.”

“Can’t say fairer than that,” Nameless said, sauntering past him into the cavern.

Nils rushed to the dwarf and embraced him, then quickly drew back and coughed. “Good to see you, Nameless,” he said in a ridiculously deep voice.

“You too, laddie. You too.”

Silas pulled the grimoire from his satchel. It felt as heavy as stone. He crouched down beside Ilesa and thumbed through the pages. As he found the right one, Ilesa choked, and then her breath began to rattle.

“Hurry,” Nils said. “She ain’t gonna make it.”

“She will, laddie,” Nameless said with quiet confidence. “She will. Isn’t that right, Silas?”

Silas was too focused to respond. He pored over the text with frenzied haste, located the incantation, and began to mouth it.

Dark energy washed through his veins like sludge from a sewer. He gagged, and would have stopped, had he been given the choice. There was a rush of cold air, a sigh from Ilesa, and a resonant, self-satisfied hiss that echoed around Silas’s skull.

He slammed the book shut and returned it to his satchel.

“Shog, you look like shit, Silas,” Ilesa said, rising to her feet. “And where the Abyss did you come from?” she asked the dwarf.

“That, lassie, you may never believe. Suffice it to say that I have not been idle. Indeed, if our good wizard here could magic us up some grub first, I’d like to be on our way.”

“Not a chance,” Silas said, slumping to the floor. “I’m spent.”

“Nonsense,” Nameless said. “Quick leg of ham and a dram of mead, and you’ll be your old self in no time.”

Silas wished that were true. He’d experienced physical exhaustion before, and knew Nameless had a point, but this was something different. This was something that went much, much deeper.

“What I don’t get,” Nils said, scratching his head, “is how we’re ever going to find them dwarves in this place.”

“My thoughts, too,” Ilesa said. “Brau said there were no maps here because hardly anything stays the same for long. Apart from the village where we…Hey, that’s a point. How come you’re not ill? You were bitten, same as us.”

“Felt like dung for a while back there,” Nameless said, fingers drumming on the haft of his new axe, “but seem to have shrugged it off. Dwarven constitution, lassie.”

Silas forced himself to sit, and did his best to give Ilesa his most sardonic smile. “Don’t know what we need a map for, not when we’ve got a tracker with your skills. I mean, after all, wasn’t it you that led us straight into the thick of the zombies in the first place, not to mention that blasted crone?”

Nameless laughed, a deep rolling belly laugh. “Yes, laddie, I’d quite forgotten. Had yourself a real good time there now, didn’t you?”

Silas felt his cheeks burning and glared.

“I can track anything over any distance,” Ilesa said, hands on hips. “Which is a damned sight more useful than your lame party tricks.”

“He turned into a bird once,” Nils said, sounding like he was actually on Silas’s side for a change.

“Do it now, then,” Ilesa challenged.

“Too tired,” Silas said.

“Hah!”

“Give me a day or two, and I’ll show you what I can do,” Silas said. “In the meantime, why don’t you track, Missy Tracker?”

Nameless started up the steps and then turned back to them, infuriatingly full of energy and obviously raring to go. “No need,” he said. “I’ve been doing a spot of tracking myself.”

“You?” Ilesa said. “So, what do you need me for?”

Nameless blushed and gave a little cough. “Remember that thing you did with the height? Perhaps if you add a growth of beard… But seriously, I’ve stumbled across a trail. Well, it was a bit more than a trail. The mud just over the other side of this ridge was so churned up, I’d hazard a guess a small army passed through there not more than a few days ago.”

“Yeah,” Nils said, “but an army of what? Don’t reckon I want to go following none of these nightmare creatures. Certainly not an army of them.”

Nameless grinned. “Ah, but what would you say if I told you I found this?”

He produced an earthenware jug from his pocket and unstoppered it. “Urbs Sapientii mead.” He took a glug.

“Urbs what?” Silas said.

Nameless wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Old name of Arx Gravis. This stuff is legendary. Thought there was none left. I would offer to share it, but I’m afraid there’s only a sip remaining.” As if to demonstrate, he upended the jug and took another glug, glug, glug for what seemed an eternity, before flinging it against the wall, where it shattered. “Bit more than a sip, then, but you understand. It’s been a hard day.”

Ilesa and Nils joined him at the top of the steps, both fully recovered by the looks of them.

Silas groaned and dragged himself upright. He thought for a moment he was going to fall. Blasted grimoire weighed him down like an anchor. He was going to ask Nameless to carry it for him, but a niggling voice warned him against that. Only a wizard of his aptitude had the knowledge and the willpower to master the book. It was a heavy burden, but it was his to bear. In the end, it would all be worth it. Just think of the secrets it would reveal, the places it would lead him to in this undiscovered land of nightmares.

“Go on,” Nameless was saying to Ilesa. “Just take off a few inches and stick them on your rump. Do it for ol’ Nameless’s sake.”

Ilesa looked away, scowling like she wanted to kill someone, but then she turned back and draped her arm around the dwarf’s shoulders.

“For you, anything,” she said in a husky voice as the pair of them went on ahead.

“Splendid,” Nameless’s voice rumbled through the cavern. “I think this calls for a song.”

“Need a hand?” Nils asked as Silas struggled up the steps.

“No… thank you. You go on ahead. I’ll catch up. Oh, and Nils, let’s crack on with your reading in the next few days. You got anything to practice with till I recover?”

Nils swung his pack over his shoulder and gave it a pat. “Book Nameless gave me. Should keep me busy for a while.”

“Good,” Silas said. “Off you go now. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be right behind.”

Nils gave him one last lingering look full of concern, shrugged, and then hurried after the others.

Silas could barely put one foot in front of the other. He was sorely tempted to leave the grimoire behind, take another path while he still had the chance, but he didn’t.

Like a lightning struck tower, his ill mood passed in an instant, and he was suddenly brimming with his old confidence.

He skipped up the steps to join his companions, the grimoire, like an old familiar friend, banging gently against his side, light as a feather.


PART THREE




THE SCOUT AND THE SERPENT







“I don't believe there is a single person I loved that I didn't eventually betray.”

(Albert Camus, The Fall)







ILESA




Ilesa’s lungs were burning up, her breaths no more than ragged gasps. It was only the howls from the dark spaces between the trees that forced her on. One false step now and she’d be ripped to shreds. It was just like before, back home in Portis, when the wolf-men had changed her life forever. She couldn’t give a damn about the dreams of a deranged god at the heart of Aethir. This was more like a nightmare of her own.

Nameless turned back to wait for her, axe gripped tight in white-knuckled hands, deep-set eyes scanning the forest behind her. The dwarf was tireless, and his stumpy legs could move faster than Ilesa would have imagined.

She summoned energy from a fast-emptying well and surged toward him. Only, it wasn’t a surge, really; it was more of a lurch. Her knees buckled and sent her crumpling to the dirt. She couldn’t go on. Her strength had fled, her fear along with it.

She was only dimly aware of the howls piercing the chill night air, the ghostly glow of Raphoe, largest of the three moons. She could feel the closeness of the trees, smell the scent of the pines. The loamy earth might just as well have been a soft bed. She was numb with exhaustion. What did it matter if the beasts fell upon her, ripped her throat out, and devoured her flesh? Everyone had to die some time, and right now, dying felt so much easier than—

“Up, lassie. Come on, up now.”

A strong hand clamped about her forearm, pulled her to her feet like a father might lift a child that had fallen and grazed its knee. At least any normal father.

“Please…” She trembled with the effort of speaking. “I can’t go on. Too hard. It’s just too hard.” She slipped from his grip and lay back down.

She could hear them crashing through the undergrowth, growling, roaring, panting. They were close. Too close.

“Go,” she said. “Leave me.”

“Change.” Nameless stepped over her to face the oncoming threat. “Make yourself smaller.”

“What?” It was hardly the time for—

“The dwarf thing,” Nameless growled. “So I can carry you.”

Her mind swam with images that rose to the surface like ink in water and then faded away. Davy. She saw her little brother, Davy, bruised and beaten, eyes aghast at what the bastard had done to him—what she’d failed to protect him from.

Another chorus of howls ripped through the night.

“Quickly,” Nameless snapped. “They’re here.”

She shut her eyes tight, the better to focus. The image was weak, but she’d grown familiar with the form of late. She felt a wave of nausea roll up from her stomach to her head; felt her limbs contracting, her face broadening. Itchy hair sprouted from her chin and cheeks.

Nameless grabbed her roughly, slung her over his shoulder, and then he was off, pounding the ground with his boots.

She looked up and saw the first of the wolf-men burst through into the clearing, a huge gray male with slobber drooling from its black lips. It roared when it saw them, nostrils flaring, curved fangs glinting in the silver light. She thumped Nameless’s back, and he whirled.

“Shog!” He lowered Ilesa to the ground and took a two-handed grip on his axe. “Crawl on, lassie. Let’s see if these mongrels like the taste of cold steel.”

Ilesa rolled to her back and forced herself to sit. Her fingers found the hilt of her sword, struggled to pull it free. She was tired. So tired.

More and more wolf-men loped into view. They bunched into a pack, jostling each other and growling. Then they spread out to either side, some disappearing back into the trees.

“Flanking us,” Nameless grumbled. “Have they no honor?”

Ilesa got to her feet and drew her sword and dagger. She stumbled, but steadied herself with a jolting lunge.

Nameless spared her a look, as if he were willing her to recover. His eyes were sparkling from the depths of their sockets, and she drew strength from them.

“Can you go on?” he asked.

Ilesa licked her lips and shook her head. She didn’t even have the energy to maintain the morphing, and winced as her limbs stretched back to normal and the skin of her face grew once more smooth and hairless. She saw the disappointment in Nameless’s eyes, but then she looked at him more carefully.

There was something about the dwarf that had been tugging away at the back of her mind. Something different. She stared at his gnomic face, and then she realized what it was. When she’d joined his quest in Malfen, he’d been bald as an egg and clean shaven. When he’d fallen from the cliff a few days ago, he’d got nothing more than a stubbly growth; but now—impossible as it seemed—he had a good few inches of beard and a thick head of hair. Was that usual for a—

The big gray wolf-man dropped to all fours and charged.

“Keep close, and mind the axe,” Nameless said. It sounded like there was a quiver of trepidation in his voice, but it may have been Ilesa’s hearing, for next thing, he started to sing in a booming bass.

“I once knew a girl with a red-bearded chin…”

Wolf-men tore from the trees either side, and more came from behind, yipping and howling. The forest was alive with their great loping bodies. There must have been half a hundred, if not more.

The big gray leapt, bared fangs coming straight for the dwarf’s throat.

At the last possible moment, Nameless swayed and swung, the double-bladed axe shearing clean through its neck. The head flew like a child’s ball, and the body crumpled into a spasming heap, spurting gouts of dark blood from the stump of its neck.

The pack faltered and began to circle them. A scarred male darted in and then turned back, keeping its distance. Another tried the same thing on the opposite side.

Ilesa’s heart was thumping strongly now, pumping blood to her muscles and preparing them for the fight. It was borrowed strength, she knew from experience, but at least she no longer felt like curling up and dying.

“That certainly showed them,” Nameless said, raising an eyebrow. “Always take out the pack leader first, I say. Nine times out of ten, the rest will turn tail and flee.”

“They don’t look much like fleeing,” Ilesa said. The wolf-men were inching closer, snarling and slashing the air with their claws. “Maybe that wasn’t the pack leader.”

Nameless rubbed his new growth of beard and narrowed his eyes as he looked about. “Perhaps it was the song that scared them.” He took in a great gulp of air and sang, “Her name was Red Tilda, her drink it was gin…”

The pack howled in unison and pressed in closer.

“She downed it in gallons that caused her to sing, with a ho humping diddly doo lecherous grin.”

A wolf-man stood on its hind legs, beat its chest, and ran at them.

“Forgot the words.” Nameless made a show of scratching his head. “Only seem to remember them when I’ve downed a couple of flagons.”

Ilesa dropped into a fighting crouch, and the wolf-man broke off its attack. “Brave, aren’t they? Speaking of which, you see anything of Nils and Silas?”

Nameless looked back the way they’d come. “Not since the first attack. Reckon they cut us off deliberately, you know, divide and conquer. Gods of Arnoch, I hate wolves.”

“You reckon they’re dead?” She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Nils was an ass, but she’d rather he didn’t die. As for Silas, far as she was concerned—

“Boy’s tougher than he looks,” Nameless said. “Got a good heart, despite appearances. And Silas is a cockroach when it comes to survival.”

The wolf-men were circling them faster and faster, working their way up into a frenzy.

“So, what now, wait till they swamp us?”

“They won’t do that,” Nameless said. “They’ll dash in, take a bite, and withdraw. They’ll keep it up till we bleed out what’s left of our strength.”

“Well that won’t take long.” Already the new wind she’d got was dropping back down into the doldrums.

Nameless raised his axe with one arm and extended the other to sight with. “Ah, then prepare to be amazed.”

He hurled the axe with such force it knocked a wolf-man from its feet and buried deep in its guts.

“Not the brightest thing you’ve ever done,” Ilesa said. “Now you’ve got no—”

Her words died away as the axe wrenched itself clear of the wolf-man and flew gracefully back to Nameless’s hand. It had lost its dullness and started to glow golden.

“Now, what did I tell you?” He beamed. “That’ll see them off.”

“Uhm, Nameless…” Ilesa backed toward him.

“Hmm? Oh, shog.”

In a great chorus of barks and howls, the wolf-men surrounding them charged.

Ilesa’s heart jumped into her throat. She was afraid of no man, but a pack of rabid werewolves was another matter entirely.

Nameless shrugged and rolled his shoulders, hefting his axe and grinning like a mad man. His eyes, though, told another story. He knew what their chances were, same as she did.

A mangy beast leapt at Ilesa, jaws gaping wide. She spun out of the way, slashing it across the snout with her sword and following up with a dagger through the eye. The wolf-man yelped and dropped.

Nameless’s axe was a glitter of gold, chopping with murderous precision. The dwarf was as planted as a rock, no give in him whatsoever. A flurry of fur stole him from Ilesa’s vision and she was suddenly fighting for her life, ducking and stabbing, tumbling, kicking, twisting. The world was a blur of fangs and claws, and she danced through it on pure instinct, making each move before she’d even had chance to think.

But perfection is ephemeral, Master Plaguewind had told her back in the guild. It comes only in fleeting moments, sublime patches on a canvas that is, after all, only human.

A claw took her across the back, and her sword went flying. She whirled with the dagger, but fangs cut into her wrist. She snatched it away, losing skin in a spray of blood, and kicked her attacker in his all-too-human balls, betting he wished that was one part of his anatomy that hadn’t survived the melding.

She heard Nameless bellowing out his stupid song above the roars of the wolves but took scant relief from the fact he was still alive. Not even he could last against such numbers, such ferocity.

A wolf-man sprang from either side. She stepped back, right into the path of another. Teeth snapped down, but somehow she twisted and rammed her dagger through its upper jaw. The wolf-man wrenched away from the blade, spraying Ilesa with its blood.

Another hit her hard, knocking the dagger from her hand and spinning her to the ground. She panicked, and in that instant fur began to form on her forearms, but then they were all over her, a stinking mass of mangy curs, ripping, scratching, baying for her blood. She shut her eyes and tensed, waiting for the killing bite, but then a terrific rumble rolled through the earth.

The sky rushed closer, and the trees at the edge of the clearing fell away, as if they’d been dropped into a chasm.

The wolf-men yelped and broke off, loping away downhill toward what could still be seen of the treetops. When they disappeared from view, Ilesa heard splashing and howling.

She clambered to her feet and reclaimed her weapons.

Nameless stood atop a pile of dead wolf-men. He was riddled with scratches and bites, but he still clutched his axe, the veins on his arms sticking up along the contours of his swollen thews.

“Come back, you shoggers!” he yelled, shaking his axe after them. “I’ve not finished with you yet.”

“What the Abyss just happened?” Ilesa asked.

They were atop a craggy knoll that had forced its way up from the forest floor. She strode to the edge of the summit and looked down in astonishment. Below, where there had been woodland, there was now water glimmering in the light of the three moons. The knoll formed an island jutting up from the center of a lake. It was barely twenty feet across, but it must have risen more than that above the water level at its highest.

The wolf-men were splashing toward the shore some hundred yards distant. One of them screamed, an altogether human sound of terror and pain. The others reached the bank and climbed out, shaking their fur dry in silver sprays. 

A huge dark wake trailed them through the water and then abruptly vanished.

Nameless trudged up beside Ilesa, axe slung over his shoulder. “Suns are coming up again. Shog, things change quickly here.” He glanced at her arm where tufts of blood-drenched fur still covered the skin. “Hurt bad?” he asked.

Ilesa shielded the wound with her hand, willing the fur to fade. She was left with a vicious, weeping gash, but at least the skin was human once more.

She looked up slowly, expecting to see anger in the dwarf’s eyes. He’d seen it, she was certain. Seen that she’d tried to change, that she’d have left him, if she could. She hated herself for it. After all, he’d stayed behind for her, but she’d panicked, changed on instinct.

“I…” She lowered her eyes, not knowing what to say.

“You fought well, lassie.” He clapped her on the shoulder. “Did us both proud. Now let’s look at that bite before you go and bleed to death. Should have some thread and a needle in my pack.”

She held out her arm, watching the wolf-men on the shore.

As the suns rapidly took to the sky, the wolf-men began to cry and shudder. They scampered toward the trees, limbs warping, fur fading, until the last thing she saw was dozens of naked men disappearing into the forest.




NILS







Nils clung on like an infant sloth. He’d slipped and rolled so that his arse faced the ground twenty feet below, and his arms and legs were wrapped tightly around the branch. Pine needles had gotten inside his clothes and were prickling his skin. He’d have been scratching like a flea-infested monkey, if he’d had the guts to let go with one arm; only he didn’t, not with a dozen wolf-men down below, circling the tree and making grasping leaps for the lower branches.

Say whatever you like about Nils Fargin, he thought as he struggled to hold on, but he can bloody well climb.

Climbing was his main role in the Night Hawks, probably the only reason Dad had let him join so young. Cat burglary was his thing, and there was no one better. Least no one he’d ever heard of.

Nils’s ankles came uncrossed on the branch, slipping to either side.

“Shit,” he swore, hooking first one leg, then the other back over.

The wolf-men responded with howls of frustration.

He couldn’t keep this up much longer. Already felt like he had acid for blood from gripping so tight, and his limbs were growing leaden. Weren’t just the tree he couldn’t hold onto neither. His bladder was full to bursting, and if he didn’t do something about it real soon, the wolf-men would be getting an unexpected shower.

He sucked in a deep breath, steeled himself, and swung his left leg further round the branch, forcing his body to follow. At the same instant, the tree shook as a deafening roar ripped through the forest.

The wolf-men yelped and scarpered. Pine needles rained down in great green clouds. And Nils fell.

He hit the ground with a thud, and the breath whooshed from his lungs. The front of his britches grew hot and damp. Felt like he’d been clobbered from behind with a sledgehammer, and at first he thought he’d broken every bone in his body. Gradually, though, sensation returned, and he was able to twitch his fingers and toes. Nils didn’t believe much in miracles, but he was sure he’d just been on the receiving end of one. Gingerly at first, and then with growing confidence, he climbed to his feet and swept the pine needles from his clothes.

“Oh my shogging…”

Above the trees, off in the direction he’d last seen Nameless and Ilesa running, a craggy peak had risen from the earth. The twin suns of Aethir were already streaking blood across the horizon, and in their crimson glow, he could see the silhouettes of two tiny figures atop the mound.

Last he’d seen of Silas, the wizard had bolted for a hole in the ground. There’d been two wolf-men on his tail, and Nils doubted he’d have made it. Just like ferreting a rabbit, they’d have dragged him out by the seat of his pants. He shook his head at the stupidity—weren’t Silas supposed to be educated?

Nils caught sight of the book Nameless had lent him, the Liber Via that had belonged to a dwarf called Thumil. It was lying open on the ground, where it had slipped from his pack. He stooped to pick it up and was surprised, and not a little proud, that he actually recognized some of the words. Nils was starting to think he had something of an aptitude for letters, which was another minor miracle. Nameless said the book was written in Old Dwarven, a language that Silas pointed out was the same as the Ancient Urddynoorian used in official Senate documents back in New Londdyr. It was known as the language of the educated, but Nils was already getting the hang of it. It had fallen open on the passage Silas had been working on with him at dusk. Just before the wolf-men had come.

For all his annoying ways, you couldn’t deny Silas was a good teacher. Damn sight better than Magistra Archyr, and that was a fact.

He unshouldered his pack and put the Liber Via away. The simple recollection of the reading session by the campfire made him decide he at least owed it to Silas to go look for him. Yeah, maybe all he’d find was chewed-up meat, but he still owed him all the same.

Slinging his pack over his shoulder, and taking a good grip on the hilt of his sword, he backtracked toward the hole Silas had scooted down. Must’ve been some kind of burrow, Nils reckoned. He shuddered to think what kind of creature made such a big hole.

He got no further than a few strides, when a wolf-man darted out from behind a tree. Nils half-drew his sword as he stepped back, tripped on a root, and fell on his arse.

The wolf-man glared at him, then looked up at the suns and whimpered. It turned tail and ran into the woods, and as it did so, Nils saw the fur fade from its body until it was just a naked man.

A strange silence settled over the forest. No more howling. No bird song, neither. Just the gentle blowing of the breeze through the trees.

He hurried back along the way they’d come until he spotted the burrow. There were two naked men crumpled on the ground outside, both with horribly charred skin. He was about to duck into the hole, when he noticed a crisscrossing of red mist over the opening. He stepped back. It reminded him of the tales he’d heard of the Abyss covering the mouth of the Void.

“Silas?” he called. “Silas, you in there?”

He strained to listen, and was rewarded with a sound like the turning of pages. A feverish muttering started up. He thought it was Silas, but he couldn’t be sure. The words were foreign, the tone guttural and inhuman.

“Silas?” he called again, but the voice from inside continued with its gobbledygook, getting louder and more frenzied. “Silas, if that’s you, hang on. I’m going to find the others, and then I’ll be right back.”

No response, but Nils shuddered at the chill that was creeping its way up his spine. Whatever was going on in there, it didn’t feel right.

He made his way back through the pines, heading toward the rocky hill that had pushed its way up through the earth. His legs were chafing from his wet britches, so he was relieved to reach the edge of the forest and see that the hill was actually an island set in the middle of a lake, like the Great Lake of Orph a day’s hike from New Londdyr, only smaller. It was maybe a hundred yards from the shore to the island. The figures he’d spotted earlier were seated, one examining the other’s arm.

“Nameless!” he hollered, waving. “Ilesa!”

They stood and waved back. Nameless cupped his hands in front of his mouth and yelled, “We’re stuck.”

“Can’t you just swim for it?” Nils called back. That’s what he’d have done. He weren’t just a good climber. Reckoned he could out-swim a dolphin, if it came to it.

Nameless dropped his chin to his chest.

“He can’t swim,” Ilesa shouted.

“Wait there,” Nils called, immediately realizing how silly that sounded. Where else could they go? “I’ll come over, and we can help him back.”

“What?” Nameless looked up. “I am not getting in that water. And besides, I think there’s something in there.”

Nils shook his head and laughed. “Just hang on.” He started to pull down his britches, and then remembered they could do with a wash, so he left them on. He undid his boots, kicked them off, and stepped into the water.

It was icy cold, but he’d put up with worse.

He waded out up to his knees and then froze as a gigantic scaly head broke the surface, a long sinuous neck rearing up beneath it. Amber eyes glared hungrily at him, and a wide maw gaped open to reveal a lashing forked tongue and fangs that could skewer a man.

“Get out of the water!” Nameless yelled, brandishing his axe, for all the good it would do.

Nils splashed backward, but it was too late.

The serpent lunged at him with the speed of an arrow.

Even quicker, though, was Nameless’s axe, which whistled through the air like a comet and struck the monster square on the skull.

The serpent twisted and roared, and Nils gasped as the axe spun in midair and sailed straight back to Nameless’s hand. He backed all the way onto the shore and scooted toward the trees on his rear.

The serpent swayed for a moment, and then dived beneath the surface. It headed toward the island, an enormous V-wake trailing it through the water.







SILAS







“Silas?” a voice cried from outside. It seemed familiar, but impossibly distant, like the fading sounds of a dream upon waking.

Silas’s lips continued to move to the rhythms and tones of the spell on the page before him. His tongue curled around words never intended for human utterance, gargled sounds he dimly recognized from the lectures of Magister Arecagen: the barbarous names of the goetic theurgy ascribed to Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia.

“Silas, if that’s you, hang on…”

The open grimoire continued to compel his attention and draw it inward, away from the noise from without. Symbols swirled on the page, sigils and letters—the words of the warding. A thrill ran up his spine. A pleasant tingling pricked under his skin. Good, his flesh seemed to say. Gooood.

The chatter of his usually frenetic mind dissolved into a stillness he could only think of as white. It felt serene. It felt satisfying. It felt so, so good.

The smell of roasted flesh wafted through the crimson web of mist covering the mouth of the burrow. The wolf-men had died instantly, the fur retracting inside the skin until two lifeless humans remained. Silas wasn’t sure if his spell—the book’s—had effected the transformation, or if it was the rising of the twin suns. Whatever the cause, he was certain of one thing: they were lycanthropes, the werewolves he’d read about in the books of folklore he’d hungered after as a child. He shouldn’t have been surprised, not after the zombies they’d encountered once they’d crossed the Farfalls; not after the legends he’d studied at the Academy concerning the dark side of Aethir. Whatever phantasms invaded the human mind during sleep, the son of the Demiurgos dreamed darker. After all, was it not said that many of the things that came to a man at night were the distant echoes of the Cynocephalus’s nightmares?

He watched the red tendrils of magic pulsing like malignant veins. They seemed hungry for someone else to try the entrance. Silas knew he should banish the spell, leave the burrow, and look for the others, but was it worth the risk? Could even Nameless have survived the wolf-pack? Ilesa?

A recollected voice rose from the depths: Silas, you in there? It had been Nils, he knew that now, far away, speaking to him from another place—or had it been right outside? A ripple zipped through Silas’s heart. What if Nils had touched the ward?

He could see nothing but the two naked corpses shimmering in the hellish glow of the web. Was there a third body out of view? He scanned the page for the words of banishment, but the letters were a blur.

I’ll be right back, Nils had said.

See, he can’t have touched the ward. He’s quite all right.

Yes, but… Who is this? Silas stared at the grimoire, then cast a look over his shoulder into the darkness behind.

And besides, what do you care? Why do you even need him, when you have all you need right here? All you ever dreamed of, and more.

“Who is this?” Silas whispered, dropping the book and inching back further into the burrow.

Read, said one of his own thoughts, so loud it could have been a voice, but a voice from between his ears. Read more.

“Stop it.” Silas tried to get further away, but his limbs wouldn’t obey. He began to shiver, and at the same time, cold sweat beaded on his skin. “Stop it!”

You know you want to. It will make you feel better. You know it will. Come back to me. Read. Reeeead.

“No,” Silas said, his voice hoarse and broken, and then he felt the almost tangible tug of chains restraining his will. “Yes.” He reached out a hand and crawled toward the grimoire on his knees.

Have I not kept you safe? Given you the power to defeat your enemies? Is that not proof enough that I am your friend?

“Yes. Yes it is.”

It had to be. Nothing else made any sense. How much had he already learned from the pages of Blightey’s book? How much had his power grown? Without the book’s aid, he’d have been impotent against the zombies. Without the warding it had shown him, the wolf-men would have feasted on his flesh. He drew closer, fingers extended, straining, stretching out for it.

Something growled in the darkness behind. Dimly, Silas was aware of a great bulk surging up from the depths of the burrow. It snarled, and he heard the rush of air as it lunged.

He winced and braced himself against a strike he was sure would end his life there and then, but the grimoire skidded across the ground and made contact with his fingers first. A wave of oily blackness rolled through his arms and spilled from his back. There was a strangled cry, a pulpy splash, and a heavy thud.

Silas scrabbled round to face it and gasped. The steaming carcass on the floor of the burrow was white and thickly furred, with ears as long as a man was tall. Pinkish eyes rolled up slowly into its head, and its jaw sagged open to reveal two saber-like teeth.

See, his errant thoughts gloated. See how good we are together.

“Yes,” Silas said, turning his eyes back to the grimoire. “Yes, I see.”

All I am, I give to you. This time the thoughts seemed to emanate from the book itself. I will reveal every secret. Every secret.

“Show me.” Silas stroked the open page, as if it were the skin of a lover. He lifted the grimoire, closed it gently, and cradled it. “Show me.”

Heat welled at the base of his spine, shifting, turning—uncoiling. It rushed from vertebra to vertebra, like it was climbing a ladder, until it reached his brain and erupted with the intensity of a small sun. Every muscle in his body cramped rigid, and Silas screamed silently in some hidden compartment of his mind.

The fire in his skull contracted suddenly and shot from his eyes in twin beams of argent. Where the streams converged, a flickering figure appeared in the air to the accompaniment of crackling static. It blinked in and out of sight. A ripple ran from its head to its toes, and then it snapped into focus.

A man stood before Silas, limned with silver. He was dressed like the pictures of the Ancients from Urddynoor in a pinstriped jacket and matching trousers. A deep crimson cravat drooped over the lapels and completely covered his neck. A long face that tapered to a prominent, dimpled chin sat atop it, as if an afterthought. The skin was ashen, the nose sharp and aquiline, and the eyes were void, the irises as black as the pupils. Coiffed white hair swept away from a high forehead and fell below the shoulders; it was stained with greasy yellow streaks. The man wore a gold ring with the biggest stone Silas had ever seen—amber, by the looks of it, and with something dark and many-legged encased at its center. The fingers of both hands were long and thin, interlaced, as if in prayer, but held just above the level of the crotch.

The head swiveled, as if looking for an interlocutor, and then thin, cracked lips parted to reveal the decaying stumps of brownish teeth.

“My dear, dear Worthy. You have received the Word and heeded it. You have faithfully followed my statutes and been obedient unto my laws.”

“What laws? Who—?” Silas said, but the man continued as if he hadn’t heard; as if Silas were not there.

“If you are watching this, it is because I no longer endure, and the Void has come to claim me.” The voice had a rasping quality, the barest hint of a lisp. “It is also because you have in your possession the book of my life, my theurgy, and my ordinances, and it has deemed you worthy.” A grin tugged at the corners of the man’s lips, and the skin of his sallow cheeks stretched thin and seemed about to split.

Blightey? Silas opened his mouth to ask, but the man raised an elongated finger and wagged it. The eyes remained focused elsewhere.

“Remain silent, and hearken to my voice.”

An icy thrill ran through Silas’s veins, and he clamped his mouth shut. He dared not blink, lest he missed something—a gesture, an expression, the merest sign in the depths of those inky eyes. His limbs began to shake, and sweat streamed down his face.

“While you can see me, I am unable to respond. Call me a vision, call me a ghost, if that will help you comprehend, but know who I am, my Worthy. Know that I am Dr. Otto Blightey, once considered a luminary, when such accolades were spoken of; a man of science when it was fashionable; a conjurer, warlock, alchemist, and sorcerer; a necromancer who has walked the dark places of the cosmos and set foot where angels would not dare tread.

“But what has it all been for, if I do not perdure? And know that I have not done so, not if you are hearing this. Not if you have set eyes upon this phantom. I did not lie when I said I had entered the Void, for that is the only place that could deny me existence. I have passed beyond salvation, but there is one last thing I can achieve, if that is what is ordained.” Again, the grin, and this time it was accompanied by a gurgling chuckle. “For even in death, I would reach out my right hand and bequeath you the knowledge of millennia. The universe may have finished with me, let me slip from the mind of the Creator, but my wisdom will endure. And it is you, only you, who can receive it, for you are the Worthy, the one the path was prepared for; the one who is to come.”

Me? Silas willed himself to speak, but his lips did not respond. Me? I am the Worthy?

Of course! Who else? Who else had dared read from the book? Who else had the knowledge to decipher its secrets? Who else had the courage to seek what it promised in the nightmare realm of Qlippoth?

Blightey’s eyes gleamed like polished obsidian. “You. You are the Worthy, not some arbitrary chosen one, but a conqueror of wisdom, the one who pulls himself up by his own bootstraps. Your way has been hard…”

The chains fell away from Silas’s will. “Yes! Yes, it has been hard.” No one understood how hard. All the hours of study, the doubts, the warnings.

“… but you have prevailed. You have great knowledge. Hidden knowledge. The knowledge that has been the preserve of but a few in all the epochs of man.”

“I do,” Silas said, riding a wave of euphoria that threatened to burst through the top of his head. “I have secret knowledge. No one else…”

“And yet there is so much more.” Blightey looked up, as if at an endless sky, then dropped his eyes to gaze upon ponderous depths. “Death is no end, my Worthy. No end at all. Not to one who has reached into every dark pocket of existence and harnessed every occult law found therein to his purposes. Beyond the grave, there is so much more: an infinity of wisdom that only an immortal could ever hope to acquire. All you need is faith, my Worthy. Faith in me.”

“I have it,” Silas said, blood whooshing in his ears. “I have faith.”

“You have read of the Ebon Staff…”

“Yes!” Silas thumbed through the pages of the grimoire, seeking the reference that had led him to cross the Farfalls. “I am searching for—”

“… and you have quested for it, as indeed you were meant to.”

Meant to? But—

“But now you are ready. There is a diagram at the very center of my book, a sigil covering both pages.”

Silas flicked through it until he came to the middle, where dark stitches ran like a sutured scar between the leafs, reinforcing the brown resin that glued the book together. Ten circles in various faded colors were joined by intersecting lines, each labeled in a blockish script he’d seen in one or two of the older grimoires, but had never comprehended. There were more of the cryptic letters within each circle, and at the foot of the page there was an inscription in Ancient Urddynoorian, which translated as, “It is a tree of life to those who cleave to it.”

“Gaze upon it, my Worthy. Do not take your eyes from the page. Do not even blink. If the Lord of All Things himself dares distract you, strangle him for a cursed dog.”

The apparition of Blightey began to fade.

“Stare at it. Stare, and do not falter. If you succeed in this, the way will become known to you. The staff will be yours, and it will unlock the final secrets of my book.”

Silas felt rather than saw Blightey vanish. His eyes were riveted to the pages, and nothing this side of the Supernal Realm would make him look away.

Nothing at all.







NAMELESS







“Shog,” Nameless said. “Now look what I’ve gone and done.”

A vast, undulating shadow moved with frightening speed beneath the surface of the lake. The water above bubbled and churned, falling away in a V-wake that extended back to the shore, where Nils was still visible, scrambling to his feet and waving like a lunatic.

“Think we get the message, laddie,” Nameless muttered as he hefted his axe and set himself, one boot on a knob of rock that was lapped by gentle waves.

“Get back from the water,” Ilesa said.

Nameless looked at her over his shoulder.

The island grew to a peak some thirty-odd feet above the lake. It was like a fist of rock that had burst to the surface, and Ilesa stood above him at the base of the pointing finger. Her back was to the pinnacle, and she stared wide-eyed down at the approaching horror, dagger in one hand, sword in the other.

“Not till I’ve taken at swing at it,” he growled, raising his axe.

A colossal scaled head broke the surface and twirled skyward on a sinuous neck. Eyes like evil suns glared venomously, and the jaws parted wide enough to swallow a mule. It swayed and then lunged, fangs like scimitars glistening in the dawn light.

“Smile, you ugly shogger!” Nameless bellowed.

He swung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords overhead and brought it down with thunderous force on the monster’s skull. It was like striking steel. The axe bounced off, spinning through the air, even as Nameless lost his footing and tumbled straight toward the waiting maw. He flailed about for something to grab onto. He found nothing, but something found him.

Ilesa’s fingers wrapped around his wrist, stronger than he’d imagined, and she yanked him away from the water’s edge.

Nameless rolled to his knees and held out a hand to catch the axe, which seemed to wait for him in midair. His goat was well and truly gotten, and he was damned if a shogging snake was going to make a fool of him.

He stood with a snarl and spun to face the serpent, but its hissing head was already barreling straight at him. He twisted aside at the last second, but a curved fang caught his mail hauberk and sent half a dozen links clinking to the rocks.

“Retreat, you stumpy bastard!” Ilesa said, weaving her blades through the air in a glittering blur.

The serpent reared up and watched the display, head swaying, body coiling and rippling in the water.

“I’m not done yet.” Nameless spun with the axe, throwing his entire weight into a concussive blow against the monster’s lower jaw. The jolt that ran up his arm felt like he’d been struck with a warhammer.

“All right, fair point, lassie,” he said, backing onto higher ground.

Ilesa stepped away from the serpent, still twirling her blades.

The monster’s great head shook, as if it were clearing the effects of too much grog, and then it lunged at her. Nameless gawped as Ilesa backflipped, landing with perfect poise right beside him.

“Up,” she said, and led the way with the easy grace of a panther.

Nameless didn’t need telling twice. He felt the blast of the serpent’s breath on his back as he climbed the natural steps toward the pinnacle’s top. He had visions of razor-sharp fangs ripping out the seat of his britches—or worse.

“Can’t reach us up here,” Ilesa said, sitting on the summit and leaning her elbows on her knees, weapons held limply.

Nameless wasn’t so sure. He pressed his back to the rock and kept his axe ready.

The serpent’s head darted toward them but pulled back at the last second. Ilesa was right. It barely came up to their ankles. It roared and shook its writhing body, spraying them with brackish water.

“Sorry, shogger,” Nameless said. “This dwarf’s not for eating. Go catch yourself a fish.”

The jaws gaped so much, Nameless thought its head might split. It flicked out its tongue, hissing like a forge bellows, thrashed about in the lake, and then dived beneath the surface with an almighty splash.

“That told him,” Nameless said, sitting down beside Ilesa. “So, lassie, this is cozy.”

Already, the thrill of battle was ebbing away, and the black dog was crowding out his good cheer once more. He couldn’t afford to let it cripple him this time, not stuck out in the middle of a lake with a monstrous serpent hunting them. “Know any good songs?”

Ilesa turned her nose up, then looked down at her feet.

Nameless could tell she was still struggling with what had happened earlier, back when she’d almost left him to the wolf-men. He reckoned she’d more than made up for it with the serpent, though. He knew people. He knew she’d come out right.

“About what happened earlier, lassie.” Ilesa stiffened, but Nameless pressed on. He needed to keep talking before the dark mood robbed him of the power of speech. “You did good.”

Ilesa snorted and turned her back to him, glaring out over the settled waters of the lake. Her shoulders were bunched up about her neck, and the slightest tremor rippled through her bodice. She may have been crying.

“More than good,” Nameless went on, giving his voice a jollity he didn’t feel. “You did as much as anyone could, given the circumstances. So what if you panicked? That’s just the way of things. People aren’t much different to animals, when all’s said and done. Got our need to survive, same as they have.”

“Drop it,” Ilesa muttered. She sniffed and wiped her nose with her forearm.

“What I mean to say is—”

“I said drop it.” She spun round to face him, not attempting to hide the dampness in her eyes. “I know what I am, got it? No pussyfooting around by you is going to change that. You stayed for me, and I returned the favor by trying to leave you behind. Big shogging deal. That’s what I’ve always done. Always will. Brau employed me as an assassin, for shog’s sake. What do you expect?”

Nameless laid his axe against a rock and rubbed his new growth of beard. The damned thing hadn’t stopped growing since he’d found the axe. Maybe the Pax Nanorum didn’t like the thought of being wielded by a hairless dwarf. Seemed like a good idea at the time—to wear his shame like a badge. The deeper they went into Qlippoth, though, the more his sense of purpose returned, the less patience he had with self pity. It wasn’t his way. It wasn’t the dwarvish way, either. He might not have seen himself as much of a dwarf, but King Arios had in his city beneath the waves; and according to him, the axe had, too.

If you are not of the bloodline of the Immortals, the Pax Nanorum will reject you.

Nameless kicked the axe.

Well, maybe it should have, the voice of the darkness welled up from beneath the surface of his mind. Remember what happened before?

Don’t, the last threads of resistance replied. Don’t even go there. Why would the axe accept me, if it believed I was nothing but a butcher? What if I truly carry the blood of the Immortals?

The darkness replied, Tell yourself that, if it helps, but did you not feel something similar when you found the black axe in the depths of Gehenna?

“No,” Nameless said out loud, and then muttered into his beard, “I will not succumb. I will not.”

“What?” Ilesa said, pressing her face up close, eyes burning and indignant. “What did you say?”

“Hmm? Nothing. I was just…”

Her face softened, her scowl giving way to a frown of concern. “You getting morose again? Shutting down?”

It was an effort to lift his chin, but he managed to give her a weak smile.

“Well, you can forget it. I’m not doing that dwarf thing, all right? I’m not in the mood.”

Nameless sighed and tried to push himself upright. Heaviness had seeped into his limbs, and he sank back down. He was aware of splashing nearby. The serpent was still out there. He shook his head. He’d been useless against it. Even with the mighty Axe of the Dwarf Lords, he’d been like a child throwing stones at a dragon.

Ilesa’s hand fell to his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

It was a simple statement, but Nameless heard the sincerity. He felt her shudder, knew tears were running down her face, but couldn’t bring himself to look. She leaned into him, brought her cheek close to his.

“Maybe this will help.”

Her lips touched his, warm and wet. He was too shocked to respond, but then she pulled his mouth roughly against hers, her kissing fierce and urgent. Her hands fumbled at his belt, found a way inside his britches. A brand of fire lit up the darkness, set his heart pounding.

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” Ilesa pulled away and stood. “I just can’t.”

“Is it the beard? I can always sha—”

With a roar and a great splash, the serpent’s head burst from the water and swung toward Ilesa. It snapped at her feet, but she skipped back just in time.

Nameless was up in a flash, the axe finding his hand rather than the other way round. He thrust Ilesa behind him and took a swing, but the serpent recoiled and plunged once more into the lake.

“Persistent shogger, isn’t it?” Still, the excitement had roused him from his depression. Or had it been Ilesa’s touch?

“Look,” she said. “Let’s start again. Promise me you won’t mention what happened with the wolf-men.”

Nameless looked at her, then back at the roiling surface of the lake.

“Promise me.”

“You have my word, lassie.”

She visibly relaxed and then smiled. “Thank you. I know you’re trying to be kind, but believe me, it doesn’t help.”

What happened to you? he wanted to ask, then thought better of it. “Well, if there’s anything—”

“There isn’t.” It was like a door closing on that topic of conversation. She bolted it by slamming her sword into its scabbard. Her shoulders were drawn back, her chin raised, her demeanor suddenly haughty, as if she’d never shed a tear in her life. It reminded Nameless of himself. “So, dwarfy, fancy a swim?”

Nameless laughed, a deep rumbling belly-laugh. Nothing he liked more than a good joke. All they needed was a couple of flagons of ale, and he’d be happy as a pig in—

“I’m serious,” Ilesa said. “That thing isn’t going to hang around the island forever. Sooner or later, it’ll need to go eat, if it can’t take a bite out of one of us.”

Nameless grunted, his guts already cramping like a giant fist had given them a good squeeze.

“All we need do,” Ilesa carried on, “is watch it for a while. If it’s anything like a normal snake, it’s got a brain the size of a pea. There’s got to be a pattern to its movements. We wait till we know what that is, then choose the best moment to swim for…”

Cold worked its way through Nameless’s guts.

“Except, you can’t swim.” Ilesa thrust her fists into her hips and glared out over the water. “Shit. Maybe Nils can build us a raft or something.”

Nameless hoped not. Boat or no boat, it still meant being on the water. It still meant entering that thing’s domain. It was already bad enough that they couldn’t hurt it on dry land. He caught sight of a red ooze seeping through the bandage he’d wrapped around Ilesa’s forearm. “That cut all right, lassie?”

“Fine,” she said. “Stitches pulled when I used my sword.”

Nameless grunted, and then a thought occurred to him. “Remember what happened with those zombies?” Right on cue, his cuts and bites started to itch.

“This is different,” Ilesa said. “Lycanthrope bites don’t affect me. One of the boons of being the way I am, I guess.”

“I see,” Nameless said, running his fingers along the haft of his axe.

“How about you? No, let me guess. Dwarven constitution?”

Nameless gave his toothiest grin. “How’d you know?” Of course, that hadn’t helped with the zombie bites, but the axe had taken care of the infection. He gripped it tighter, trusting it would do the same again. It might have been his imagination, but he could have sworn the handle shuddered, almost as if it had a pulse. The way he hated things unnatural and magical, it should have scared the shog out of him, but instead he felt strangely reassured.

“What the shog’s he doing?” Ilesa said. “Runt boy’s got his sword out.” She stretched up on tiptoe and visored her eyes.

Nameless did the same. His eyes probably weren’t as keen as hers, what with spending half a lifetime at the bottom of a ravine, but he could just about make out Nils looking around frantically before creeping back into the forest.

“Hope he’s all right,” Nameless grumbled. There was shog all he could do about it if the lad was in trouble. An idea suddenly sprang to mind. “Can’t you turn into a giant bird and fly us over there?”

Ilesa was still intent on the shoreline, no doubt wondering what was up with Nils. Maybe Silas was out there calling. Nameless hadn’t seen the wizard since the wolf-men’s attack.

“Never done wings,” Ilesa said. “But even assuming I could, I doubt I’d be able to carry that gut of yours any distance.”

“Gut?” Nameless said. “It’s solid muscle.”

“Whatever. I might be able to make a few changes so I can swim faster, though.”

“Fat lot of good that’ll do me.”

Ilesa let out a long sigh and shook her head at him. “You’d lie on your back and just float. I’ll pull you.”

“I am not shogging getting in the water. Not with that thing swimming about.”

As if to illustrate his point, the serpent broke the surface, glared at them a long moment, then submerged again.

“See that,” Nameless said. “It’s out there, waiting for us.”

“Big dwarf like you.” Ilesa gave him a mocking grin. “Scared of an over-sized worm.”

“I’m not scared.”

“Are.”

“Not.” He folded his arms across his chest and made a show of tapping his foot.

Ilesa gave a good-natured laugh. “Looks like we’re stuck here, then. At least until slave boy comes up with a plan.”

“Slave boy?”

“Yeah, you know, our illustrious guildmaster, Nils Farting. Isn’t that why you brought him along? To carry your axe?”

Well, that wasn’t the half of it, but he might have given that impression. “The lad’s all right. Give him time, and you’ll see.”

“Seen just about all I want to, I reckon. He’s probably found a way back to Malfen along with the wannabe dark lord.”

Nameless chuckled. “Silas’ll be all right, as well. He’s just a bit obsessed.” Thinking about the wizard gave Nameless another idea, one that might make their sojourn on the island a little more palatable.

“Say, you’re a magicker, too, aren’t you? Can’t you conjure up some beer like he does?”

“I don’t do magic,” Ilesa said, shaking her head. “It’s more personal than that.”

“Oh,” Nameless said. “No harm in asking, I hope.”







NILS







Nils weren’t jealous, and that was a fact. He grabbed his boots and started to put them on. It was just, every time Nameless and Ilesa sat down, he lost sight of them behind a rock. He was worried, that’s what he was. Just worried. It was bad enough being stuck in Qlippoth with his companions. Shog only knew what he’d do if anything happened to them.

So, Nameless couldn’t swim. That was a laugh and a half. Made you wonder what they got up to in Arx Gravis. Weren’t they supposed to have their own docks at the foot of the ravine? Surely that meant they had water enough for swimming and the like. If you asked him—

The cracking of a twig shattered the silence like a thunderclap. Least it sounded like a twig.

Nils craned his neck to look behind at the trees, heart dancing a stomping jig. Surely it couldn’t be the wolf-men. Last he’d seen of them was a lily-white arse disappearing into the forest.

He spun round, half-expecting to stare straight into slavering jaws.

Nothing. There was nothing there, save the sullen-looking pine trees brooding over the edge of the lake. Didn’t seem possible he’d just legged it through there. The forest had taken on a creepy aspect now that had given Nils’s bowels a life of their own. Nothing for it but to hold it in, he decided. Ain’t no way he was dropping his britches anywhere near the lake. Not with that shogging great snake in the water.

He let his eyes rove back and forth, searching the trees for signs of movement. It was like a graveyard now. Not even the flutter of birds nesting in the branches. Not even the sound of the breeze whistling through the pine needles. But he’d definitely heard that snapping sound. The back of his neck had gone all cold and goose-fleshed. Nils knew the feeling well from back in New Londdyr’s underworld. Someone, or something, was watching him. He’d stake his hind teeth on it. And he weren’t having it, neither. Not after all he’d been through since they left Malfen. If some spineless shogger was spying on him, he was gonna give them what for. He didn’t care how big they were, or whether they had fangs, fur, or rotting flesh. Nameless would have kicked their arse if he weren’t marooned on that poxy island, so Nils was gonna have to do it instead.

He drew his sword, the muscles in his arm taut, blue veins snaking beneath the skin. Whatever it was skulking in the trees had better watch out. Nils Fargin weren’t in no mood to take no shit from nobody.

He glanced back at the island, saw Ilesa visoring her eyes and looking in his direction. Nameless stood and joined her.

Fire burned in Nils’s guts, but he told himself it was anger at being watched. He strode for the tree line, but just as he passed beneath the first branches, he trod more warily.

Maybe it was a trap, an inner voice told him. What would a seasoned Night Hawk do? What would his dad have done? For a fleeting moment, he knew the dreadful truth that Buck Fargin would have screwed up, same as he always did. The realization was as hateful to him as what was probably happening on the island. What about someone really stealthy, like that little runt Shadrak the Unseen? He’d brought the guilds to heel almost singlehandedly. Weren’t a guildsman alive could sneak up on him.

Nils pressed close to a trunk and rolled around it, slipping to the next tree like a phantom. He was the thief in the night. He was the silent stalker. He was—

Well and truly shogged.

A stocky figure stepped out of the shadows beneath an overhanging bough. Before Nils could raise his sword, cold steel was touching his throat, and a thickly bearded face pressed up so close he could smell what the dwarf had for dinner.

Beause it was most definitely a dwarf. No doubt about it.

“Where is he?” The dwarf’s eyes flitted left and right, as if he expected an attack at any moment.

Nils’s brain felt like someone had just plunged it into an icy flow. His thoughts got away from him like stampeding cattle. “Rabbit stew,” he said, not intending the words to come out.

The face pressed even closer, thick bristles scratching his skin, making him want to sneeze. “What?” the dwarf said.

“I-I-I…”

A meaty hand took hold of Nils’s collar, half strangled the life out of him. “I won’t ask again.”

“Who’s he?” Nils squealed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know,” the dwarf growled. “The Ravine Butcher. The Corrector. Shogger’s got you hunting us for him.”

Nils flapped his arms about, nicked himself on the shin with his sword, and swore. “No, you’ve got it all wrong. Nameless ain’t no butcher. Not no more. He’s just trying to help.”

“Yeah?” the dwarf said. “Well, he can help by cutting off his own head, save us the trouble.” He stole a look behind, every muscle in his body tense. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

“He’s not with me,” Nils said. “We got split up when we was attacked.”

“Wolf-men?”

Nils nodded.

“We ran into them, too,” the dwarf said. “Shoggers have up and left now the suns are in the sky.” He relaxed his grip a little, and Nils sucked in a deep breath.

“You some kind of assassin?”

The dwarf glowered at that. “Wish I were. That would be too direct for the Council’s liking, though. No, I’m just a scout, watching to see you don’t get too close.”

“But now we have,” Nils said. “So, what happens next?”

The dwarf’s face tightened into a grimace, like he was wrestling with some dark thought or other. “Maybe I should leave him a little warning.” He pressed harder with his dagger, and Nils felt the skin of his neck pop. Blood trickled down inside his shirt.

“What if I lead him away from you?” Nils said, realizing he sounded just like his dad. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.”

The scout grinned.

Nils didn’t like it one bit. For all his earlier bravado, the dwarf had seen right through him and revealed him for the spineless coward he really was. Nameless wouldn’t have backed down, and neither would Ilesa. Shog, even Silas had more balls than Nils.

“Tell him we’ve doubled back. Say we’re heading for Malfen, and plan to return to Arx Gravis. Do that, and you might just get out of this alive.”

“But it’s all changed,” Nils protested. “The land keeps shifting. I don’t even know if we can find our way back.”

“Not my problem,” the scout said. “Long as you keep that murderer away from my people, I won’t have a reason to come looking for you. Chances are, you’ll not make it, in any case. Place is full of death, and I doubt even the Ravine Butcher will last long out here.”

Nils reckoned he was right, but hadn’t Nameless felt the same way about the survivors of Arx Gravis? Wasn’t that why he was looking for them out here in Qlippoth?

“Nameless is only trying to let you know it’s all right to go back to Arx Gravis. Last thing he wants is something to happen to you. You’re all that’s left of his people.”

“That’s only because he slaughtered the rest. Hundreds, thousands, cut down like they were just hunks of meat. Whole families. Those that weren’t killed by his hand perished in a war that he started. And you want to lead him to us? You want us to go back to Arx Gravis, after he drenched the entire city with the blood of our kin? My own wife, for pity’s sake. My folks… Heads on spikes. Heads on shogging spikes!” The dwarf released him and stepped back, sheathing his dagger. “Do as I say, and lead the shogger as far from us as possible. If I have to come back, you won’t get a chance to speak next time. Do I make myself clear?”

Nils’s mouth was so dry, he couldn’t even swallow. He looked down at his boots, wishing he had the courage to say something about how it weren’t fair, how Nameless weren’t himself back then, least not the way Nils understood it. But all he could do was nod.

“Good,” the scout said, and then slid away into the forest, leaving Nils panting with relief that he was still alive.

On instinct, he checked the front of his britches; they were still sodden from being in the lake, but they didn’t seem to have gotten any wetter. His heart was fluttering like crazy, and he struggled to breathe. Finally, when he drew in a ragged gasp of air, his eyes filled with tears, and he dropped to his knees, trembling.

Say one thing about Nils shogging Fargin, he thought through his sobs. Say he’s pathetic.

A tortured creaking cut through his grief, the rustle of branches, a startled scream, and then a tremendous crash.

Nils rushed in the direction of the noise, suddenly not afraid anymore. Something had happened. Something horrific, by the sounds of it.

He drew up sharp, gawping at the scene before him.

A huge pine had fallen, the trees either side leaning precariously, branches bent and twisted. The roots were an exposed tangle sticking from a clump of earth. It looked to all intents and purposes as if the tree had just pulled itself from the ground and toppled. A shudder passed along Nils’s spine. He flicked his eyes about, half-expecting the forest to come alive and close in on him. It was still, but he couldn’t suppress the feeling the trees were waiting for him to blunder into a well-prepared trap.

A moan broke his reverie, and he stared closer at the fallen pine. The soles of two boots were just visible poking out from beneath the trunk.

Nils worked his way around the roots to the other side of the tree and found the dwarf scout flat on his back, the trunk lying across both legs. Blood was oozing from the corner of his mouth. As Nils knelt beside him, the dwarf groaned and stared with dull eyes, face creased with pain.

“Tree… Tree tried… tried to kill me.”

Nils could quite believe that. Place was starting to give him the creeps. His guts didn’t like it one churning bit.

“Your legs?” he asked.

“Broke…” The scout grimaced. “Broken.”

“Anything else?” Nils asked, bending to examine the blood coming from the dwarf’s lips, and fearing the worst.

“Bit… my shogging tongue. Hurts more’n the legs.”

Nils knew he’d never be able to lift the tree off, but he sheathed his sword and gave it a try anyway. Like he thought, it didn’t budge. He looked about for something that might help. An overhanging branch from the neighboring tree gave him an idea.

“What… what you thinking?” the dwarf asked.

“If I had some rope—”

The dwarf closed his eyes. “Didn’t bring any. Too darned heavy.”

“Wait here,” Nils said. “I mean don’t go… I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t… Not worth it. I’m done for. Just… remember what I said. Keep him from my people.”

Nils’s eyes alighted on a thick branch on one of the leaning trees. It had been split almost clear off, and was hanging by a thread. If he could just get up there, he might be able to…”

The dwarf shook his head. “Won’t work. Too short to give you enough leverage.”

Nils frowned at him.

“Get to know these things as a dwarf. Pa was…” The scout sucked in air through his teeth and screwed his face up. “My father was an engineer.”

It made no sense, but Nils was starting to feel guilty. It weren’t like he’d even known Nameless back then. He’d been just as scared as everyone else when the Ravine Butcher’s army had laid siege to New Londdyr. He could still remember the distant booms as sappers tried to blow their way through the Cyclopean walls. Still remembered the grim-faced legionaries building their defenses street by street, in case there was a breach. Mind you, bad as things had been in New Londdyr, from what he’d heard, the dwarves had it worse at Arx Gravis.

“Well, we gotta shift this trunk somehow,” he said. “Heard about a man trapped under a slab of granite once.” Actually, it was more than once. Big Jake used to tell the tale when he was drunk, which was most nights. The Olga Bridge had collapsed when the Night Hawks’ wagon train had passed over it. They were returning from a steal up in Portis on the banks of the Chalice Sea. The bridge was ancient, and riddled with cracks. One of the wagons had ended up in the shallows, shattered to splinters by falling stones. The driver got it worst, and they’d had to leave him trapped under the slab while tools were brought up from New Londdyr. “When they finally freed him, the man got real sick and died. Big Jake—he was a wharfie, but he did jobs for the guild—said it was crush syn… syn… Said the poor bastard’s own body made the poison that killed him.”

The scout nodded. “My pa said he’d seen the same thing in the mines. Doesn’t take long, either. Even if I told you where to find my people, bring help, it would be too late.”

“Tell me anyway,” Nils said. “I’m a good runner. Fastest in New Londdyr, I reckon.”

The dwarf attempted a weak smile, but then shook his head. “I can’t. Can’t risk it. Leave me. It’s better for one person to die than—”

“I ain’t leaving you, and that’s final.” Nils stared at the loamy ground beneath the dwarf, where a shallow depression had formed due to the weight of the trunk. If he had something to dig with…

He reached under the branches covering the dwarf’s waist and hips.

“What?” the scout said. “What is it?”

Nils’s fingers located the hilt of the dwarf’s dagger, and he yanked it clear of its sheath.

“Wait,” the scout said. “Let’s not be hasty. Don’t—”

“You silly shogger,” Nils said, raising the blade and laughing. “What, you thought I was gonna put you out of your misery?”

The dwarf spluttered something, face going as red as a radish.

Nils rammed the dagger into the soft earth by the dwarf’s trapped legs and began to scrape away at the topsoil.

“Oh, I see,” the dwarf said. “You’ll never do it in time. It’ll take forever.”

“Take a damn sight longer if you don’t shut up complaining.”

A few more stabs, and he’d broken through to the even softer soil beneath. Dropping the blade, Nils got on his knees and began scooping out dirt like a dog digging up a bone.

“See, I’ll have you out from under there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Nils paused for a moment. “Not rightly sure. Something my mom says a lot. Expect it had to do with Gramps being a farmer. What I mean to say is—”

“Yes, yes,” the dwarf said. “I get the point.”

Nils got back to it, his fingers already sore and bleeding, but there was no way he was gonna let that stop him, not for all the gold beneath the Gramble Range. He’d made a sizeable hole, when the dwarf screamed as his hips dropped away from the pressure of the trunk.

“Sorry,” Nils said.

The dwarf waved for him to carry on, face screwed up in agony.

Nils switched sides and deepened the hole. “You ready?” he asked finally.

“Ready.”

He got behind the dwarf’s head, took hold under his arms, and yanked.

This time, the screams went on forever, but inch by inch, Nils dragged him from under the tree. When the dwarf’s boots were clear, Nils laid him down and then collapsed on the ground beside him.

“Always… keep some… angelseed in my breast… pocket,” the dwarf said, removing a dried black pod and popping it under his tongue. “Helps… with the… pain. Want some?”

“What for?” Nils said. “I ain’t got no pain.”

“Won’t have none myself in a minute,” the dwarf said. “Cairn Sternfist, by the way.”

“What?”

“My… name. Cairn Sternfist.”

Nils pushed himself up on one arm. The dwarf’s face was pale, his eyes unfocused and dull. “Nils,” he said. “Nils Fargin.”

“Thank… you, Nils,” Cairn Sternfist said, and with that, he passed out.







ILESA







The serpent circled the island, its enormous body breaking the surface of the lake in three scaly bumps before it dived out of sight.

“Third time it’s done that,” Ilesa said. “Keep watching now. If I’m right, it’ll come up about there.” She pointed to the shore opposite where they’d last seen Nils. “Last time it took to the count of fifty-three to make it back round.”

“Well, that settles it, then,” Nameless grumbled. “There’s no way you can reach the shore in that time.”

“Don’t bet on it.” She’d always been a strong swimmer. It came with the territory. “Everyone swims in Portis. You have to, what with it being right by the Chalice Sea. If you’re not a fisherman, you’re the spouse or child of a fisherman. Save those that work the mines in the Gramble Range, that is.”

“That where you’re from?” Nameless upended his axe and twirled its head on the ground, sunlight glinting from the twin blades.

Ilesa sighed. She shouldn’t have said that. Didn’t pay to give anything away. Still, the damage was done. “Yeah,” she said, hazy memories of days by the beach teaching Davy how to swim rising like slurry to the surface. “My brother said I could out-swim a shark, except there aren’t any sharks in the Chalice Sea.”

“So I heard,” Nameless said, his face looking softer, warmer. He smiled, encouraging her to go on.

“Fresh water. It’s really just a big lake.” She cast her eyes around. “Damned sight bigger than this one, that’s for sure. Funny thing is, if Davy had seen what I can do—you know, now I’ve got some control over this power of mine—he might have had a point. I did a sort of mermaid thing once, just to see if I could.” The thrill of zipping through the water at such a speed brought back more images from the past. She almost smiled, but of course, memories seldom traveled alone, and not all of them were good.

“What, lassie? What is it?”

Ilesa squatted down in front of the dwarf. “Remember what I said about being immune to bites from wolf-men?”

Nameless nodded, his brown eyes kind and cheery in the sunlight.

“I’ve seen them before. Back when I never knew I had this… thing.” She looked at her arm, where Nameless had stitched her up and put a bandage over the top. “A pack must have found a way across the Farfalls. They came down through the Fells, slaughtered the villagers just outside of Arnk. The good people of Arnk drove them off with fire and spears, and that’s when they came hunting for food in Portis. A lot of people died that day. Big shogger broke into our house. The bastard—my father—ran out the back door, left me and my brother to it. Davy hid behind me, but it threw me to the floor, bit through my shirt.” She lifted her bodice to show Nameless the puckered white scar just above her hips.

Nameless was watching her intently, willing her to go on, it seemed.

“Would have ripped my throat out. Should have done, only I got so scared it made me angry, and then it happened—I turned into one of them. Before I knew it, my jaws were clamped around its neck, and I bit its head clean off. Must have spooked the hell out of the others, because they just up and offed and we never saw hide nor hair of them again. Course, the bastard had to come back at that moment with his harpoon, make out he was trying to save us. He saw everything that happened.”

“Leaving you the hero of the day, eh?”

Ilesa snorted at that. “Maresmen came next, to do the clean up. Folk that weren’t killed outright by the wolf-men had to be put down. Within days, they started to change. Problem was, I’d been bitten, and I didn’t change. On top of that, the bastard told everyone what he’d seen. They reckoned I could turn at will. Said it was some kind of witchcraft, the sort of thing they didn’t want in their town, if you know what I mean. They shopped me to the Maresmen, but I got away.”

Nameless looked lost in thought. The change in his mood was palpable, like a cloud covering the faces of the suns.

“Only, it wasn’t magic, lassie, was it?”

“Master Plaguewind—my old guild boss—said it was husk blood. Said my mother must have been from Qlippoth.”

“I ran into a husk once, on the way to New Londdyr,” Nameless said. “Big scary wyrm with the body of a man and the head of a bull.”

“Guess that makes me a freak in your eyes.” Ilesa wouldn’t have expected anything less. Isn’t that how everyone saw her? Brau only put up with her because her abilities were useful.

“No more than a dwarf without a name.” Nameless rubbed his beard and offered her a half-smile.

Ilesa stood and turned to stare at the shore, wondering what had happened to Nils.

That had been the last time she’d seen little Davy. She felt her jaw tighten, at the same time battening down the hatches that had flooded her with unwanted recollections. Last thing she’d done, before fleeing to New Londdyr, was to make sure Davy couldn’t be hurt again. Not by that pig. Not ever.

A splash drew her attention, and she pointed to where the serpent’s head poked up above the water, glaring at them with amber eyes.

“There, just like I told you.”

“Still say there’s not enough time,” Nameless said.

“Look, dwarfy, I just told you a whole lot of shit no one else has heard. I’m not happy about that, but it does tell me one thing. Maybe I’m starting to trust you. Now why don’t you do the same?”

Nameless looked deep into her eyes and bunched his shoulders up to his cauliflower ears. “Maybe because you forgot to mention you only came along for the bounty.”

She held his gaze, a familiar coldness settling over her. So, it had come to this, and just when she was starting to reconsider.

“Not as stupid as you look, are you?”

“Guess that would be hard, lassie. Only thing that baffles me is why you haven’t done it already. Did Brau ask you to tag along, see what we found first, hoping you’d bring back some loot as well as my corpse?”

Ilesa took a step back, hands falling to the handles of her sheathed weapons. “Actually, he said just your head would do, but yeah, he thought you might actually find these dwarves of yours. Now Shent’s out of the way, Brau’s planning on taking over Malfen, and he reckons he’s owed a toll.”

Nameless nodded, looking down at his hands curled about the haft of his axe. “Only, this place doesn’t stay the same for long, so even if we found the dwarves, and assuming they stayed put, you’d never be able to lead Brau to them.” A laugh rolled its way up from his belly. “Seems Brau suffers from overconfidence. What do you think a rogue like him could do against a few hundred dwarves?”

“Reckon you just got lucky at The Grinning Skull. Brau’s not the only wizard in his band. He picked up the survivors of the Dybbuks from New Londdyr. Most of them are spellcasters.”

Nameless frowned. “Dybbuks?”

“My old guild,” Ilesa said. “Before that shogger Shadrak put paid to them.”

Nameless’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. “Shadrak the Unseen? Little fellow, white as a sheet?”

Ilesa seethed at the memory. “That’s him. Friend of yours?”

“Well,” Nameless said. “Well, yes.”

“Shouldn’t surprise me, I suppose. Took us out one at a time, and it didn’t matter what we did, how many traps we laid, he always seemed one step ahead of us. I tell you, that shogger has some weird powers of his own. We were the best of the guilds back then. No one messed with us, and yet he came like a ghost in the night and tore us apart.”

Nameless chuckled. “That’s Shadrak for you.”

“I’m glad you find it amusing. I lost a lot of good friends to that piece of shit. Lot of good friends.”

Nameless pushed down on his axe and stood. “Yes, well, we’ve all done bad things, lassie. Me more than most.” He drew in his lips, gave her a lingering look, and then stepped down toward the water’s edge.

“So, where’s that leave us?” Ilesa said.

His back was to her when he answered. “You still plan to kill me?”

Truth was, she hadn’t given it much thought since… since she’d believed he’d perished going over that cliff. Since he’d returned and made Silas heal her before she became one of the living dead. Since he’d refused to leave her to the wolf-men.

“Brau was always a shogger. Never liked him. I was just waiting for the day when I could cut his throat and put the guild back together.” Give Master Plaguewind something to be proud of, so that when she came across his shade in the Abyss, she could tell him she’d done good, left him some sort of legacy. He was an evil bastard, Plaguewind, but he’d been good to her, and he certainly hadn’t deserved to die like he did, holes blasted in him by Shadrak’s strange wands. And he hadn’t deserved to be abandoned by Ilesa, either, when she’d fled in the form of a cockroach. “You’ll be all right with me, OK?”

Nameless nodded.

Ilesa walked down beside him, watching the shadowy form of the serpent glide past beneath the surface. “Can’t make the same guarantees if I see your mate Shadrak again, though.”

“Understood,” Nameless said. “So, lassie, you ready to try this harebrained plan of yours?”

Ilesa couldn’t be sure. It may have been the rising breeze whipping through his clothes, but she thought the dwarf was trembling.

“First thing Master Plaguewind taught me was, you can never have enough planning. We watch it again and again, till we’re certain.”

“Sounds like a sensible fellow, this Plaguewind. Was he a dwarf?”

Ilesa mulled it over. Was sensible the right word? Plaguewind had been a meticulous planner, which accounted for the Dybbuks’ preeminence among the guilds. The only problem was, he’d been blindsided by his arrogance, and hoodwinked by the fat poisoner, Albert. It had proven a fatal mistake.

The serpent thrashed about in the water to the back of the island, and Ilesa took a deep breath.

“Ready?” she said to Nameless. “You count this time.”







NILS







“Right bleedin’ pickle you landed yourself in, Fargin,” Nils muttered, glancing from the unconscious dwarf to the trees.

He was sure they’d shifted positions, though he wouldn’t have sworn an oath on it. Shadows flitted through the upper branches, but that could have been the clouds passing in front of the suns.

He uncrossed his legs and rubbed them to get the blood flowing again. Shouldn’t sit on the cold ground, Mom would have said. It’ll give you piles.

“You’re a plonker, Nils,” he told himself. “Why couldn’t you have just left him?”

Dad would have done, and no messing. Ilesa and Silas would have done, too. But not Nameless. Mind you, it weren’t so hard being heroic when you had the tools to back it up. Nils had the heart, right enough, but he was starting to think he lacked any real beef. Should have listened to Granny when he was a kid and eaten more. He had fire in his belly, but it was quickly doused as soon as anyone raised a fist to him, let alone a blade. “Let’s face it,” he told himself, “maybe I just ain’t cut out for fighting and the like.” Maybe he wasn’t cut out to be a Night Hawk.

“What you say?” Cairn mumbled. The dwarf’s eyes flickered open, and he instantly winced. “My legs… Can’t move my legs.”

“That’s because they’re broke, nitwit,” Nils said. “Gaw, what they put in that grog you lot are always supposed to be drinking?”

Cairn laughed, but his eyes were brimming with tears, the pupils as big as a somnificus smoker’s. “You know dwarves, lad. Aye, you know dwa…” His jaw fell shut, and he turned his face away.

“Yeah, I know dwarves. Least I know a dwarf. Suppose you’re gonna tell me Nameless ain’t no dwarf no more, are you?”

“After what he did…”

Nils pushed himself to his feet and glared. “Way he tells it, it was the axe that made him do it, same as it would’ve anyone else who had it.”

Cairn bristled at that. “Ah, so it wasn’t his fault. That’s his excuse now, is it? Sorry, everyone I hacked to death, it wasn’t me, it was my axe. I just happened to be holding it.”

“That ain’t fair, and you know it,” Nils said. He balled his hands into fists and would have hit the shogger… if… if the dwarf’s legs weren’t broke.

“Don’t much care about fairness,” Cairn said. “World’s not like that. I just look at the facts. Cold hard facts.”

“But it weren’t—”

“Wasn’t his fault? Yes, I know, you’ve already said that, but it doesn’t make any difference, far as I’m concerned. You kill my family, I kill yours. That’s what I call fair. I don’t give a shog why you did it, same as fire don’t care why you touch it; it still burns, just the same.”

Nils leaned over so he could spit his words in Cairn’s face. “Yeah? Well I don’t give a shog why a tree fell on you and broke your bleedin’ legs. Fact is, you can’t walk, and I don’t have to stand here and listen to this shit.”

“Then don’t,” the dwarf shot back. “I’m not making you. I already told you to leave me.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes!”

Nils pressed his fists into his hips, racking his brain for some clever retort. “Well, shog you, then.” He spun on his heel and took two strides in the direction of the lake.

“You ever wonder why he’s got no name?” Cairn’s voice was like a blast of frigid air.

Nils turned, and the dwarf propped himself up on his arms, huffing with the effort.

“He ain’t got no memory, that’s why.”

Cairn shook his head, his face taking on a grim set. “He forgot anything else?”

Nils thought about that. Nameless didn’t like talking about the past, but he’d let a few things slip out. “No. So?”

“When your friend came back from Gehenna with the black axe and started massacring anyone who got in his way, the Council sought the help of a philosopher.” Cairn spat a glob of phlegm on the ground. “Aristodeus, he was called. Bald bastard, any way you look at it, but he had some tricks up his sleeve that would make a conjurer green with envy. Aristodeus was the one to trap him. Put him in a scarolite helm that was magicked or whatnot. It cut him off from the axe and excised every trace of his cursed name from history. See, some crimes are so evil, they have to be forgotten. Have to.”

“But you know his real name, right?”

The dwarf’s eyes glinted and then closed. “No one knows it, far as I can tell. It’s gone. Council says it’s best that way. Best forgotten, like the shogger had never been born.”

Nils was shaking his head, trying to understand. “That’s dumb,” he said. “How you gonna learn, if you forget what happened?”

“We’d already learned enough,” Cairn snarled, “centuries ago, when Maldark the Fallen sold us out to Sektis Gandaw, when we almost brought about the Unweaving. We discovered too late the shadow of the Demiurgos upon us. Why do you think dwarves don’t mix with your lot on the surface? Why do you think we hid away in the bowels of the ravine? We can’t trust ourselves to act in the world, lest we once again risk its destruction. Can’t say I like it none. Reckon the Council are too strict about non-involvement, but rules is rules, I say. Don’t have to agree with them, but you have to follow them just the same.”

Nils was about to protest. He’d seen dwarves in New Londdyr. Well, a dwarf: Rugbeard, the old soak who’d spent most of his time unconscious at the bar in Dougan’s Diner, or Queenie’s, as it was now, where Nils’s dad used to work. But come to think of it, he hadn’t seen any others. Not until the siege, that is.

“It’s written into our statutes,” Cairn said. “We’re forbidden to act. Already, there are those among us who think we’ve gone too far by fleeing Arx Gravis. Action begets error, they say, and so we must do nothing. There’s no other defense against the wiles of the Demiurgos. Your… friend broke that law when he followed in his brother’s footsteps and went after the black axe. If he hadn’t been a lawbreaker, he’d never have become a butcher.”

Nameless had a brother? What did Cairn mean he’d followed in his brother’s footsteps?

The dwarf seemed to read his thoughts. “A scholar. Not a popular profession among dwarves. His name was Lucius, and he was a pupil of Aristodeus. Should never have had dealings with the philosopher, I reckon, but even the Council made exceptions for that bald bastard. It was Lucius who first discovered the references to the Pax Nanorum in our Annals. He’s the one who started it. His quest for the axe constituted a grave act, one that presented the Council with a dilemma. If they did nothing to stop him, one of their own, they would have had to hold themselves complicit. He went into Gehenna to find the black axe, and the Krypteia followed him. They fed him to the seethers. I suppose they thought a lesser action could be justified if it prevented a greater one. Never did they imagine his brother, a stupid soldier, would pick up where he left off.”

“Nameless ain’t stupid.”

“Oh, he is. And a whole lot more. He didn’t just do it the once, you know. After his name was taken, he was locked in a cell, and Aristodeus used magic to hold him there. The philosopher wanted him kept alive; said the Butcher was possessed by the axe, but if it could be destroyed, he would become a powerful weapon in the struggle against the Demiurgos. In the meantime, Aristodeus had the axe encased in crystal.

“About a year later, others came to Arx Gravis, folk fully enmeshed with the world of action. They freed your friend and took him with them. Aristodeus tried to reassure us, said he could use the situation to his advantage.” Cairn snorted his contempt. “Problem was, he was as deceived as the rest of us. When the Butcher returned to the ravine with the black axe restored to him, he was even more powerful than before. This time, the bloodshed didn’t stop, not until there were only a few hundred of us left.” He stared off into the distance, hawked and spat. “If he ever catches up with my people, that shogger will deserve everything he gets, and don’t think for one minute we’ll be sticking to the law, no matter how long the Council deliberates. After what he did, it’d be a crime not to act. I’ll be right there in the front row, making sure he feels everything my wife felt, everything my ma and pa suffered, every last iota of pain.”

“You do that, and you’ll have me to deal with,” Nils said.

“Oh, I’m so scared.” Cairn tried to cross his arms and fell back, banging his head on the ground.

Nils was sorely tempted to clear off and leave the shogger to starve; leave him to the shadows prowling through the upper limbs of the trees. Maybe at dusk, the wolf-men would return and rip his stinking throat out. That’d shut him up, big mouthed, stunted little—

An unearthly shriek sounded from up on high.

Nils looked to the branches, saw one of them shake and drop a cloud of pine needles.

“You see that?” Cairn asked, his face draining of all color. “There’s something in that tree, black as pitch, slitty yellow eyes. You can’t leave me.”

Nils stared up into the branches, but nothing else moved. He had that feeling again, though, like a hundred pairs of eyes were boring into him. He turned in a circle, scanning the treetops until he grew too dizzy to continue. He backed toward the prone dwarf and crouched down.

“See anything?” Cairn whispered.

“Nothing. What you think it was, a monkey?”

The dwarf thumped him on the shoulder. “Monkey, my beard! Yellow eyes it had, I tell you. It was a demon. Either that, or some sort of goblin.”

Nils tutted. “Ain’t no such thing as goblins.”

Demons were another matter, though. Everyone knew there was demons prowling the scummy parts of New Londdyr at night, preying on wealthy bankers and merchants stupid enough to visit those kinds of places. Streetwalkers, his mom called them. Right put the willies up him, they did.

“No?” Cairn said. “But you’re all right with wolf-men are you? This is the land of nightmares, boy, or haven’t you learned anything yet?”

The dwarf had a point. Weren’t no such thing as zombies, neither, but they’d still bitten him and nearly turned him into one of them. Practically had, according to Silas.

“Besides,” Cairn went on, “there were goblins in the woods around Mount Sartis, according to some of our older miners. That’s why we ended up abandoning the engineering work there, because no one wanted an endless war with the nasty little shoggers. Shame, I always thought. Guess we’ll never know now if the power of a volcano can be harnessed.”

“So, what should we do?” Nils asked, picking up on the dwarf’s anxiety and biting his fingernails.

“Think I’ll just lie here,” Cairn said with a sardonic grin. “Reach inside my pack, boy. There’s flint in there, and a tinder box. Goblins in the stories can’t stand fire, and if it’s a demon, I’d bet my bristles he’s had a glut of burning in the Abyss.”

Nils got down on his knees and rifled through Cairn’s provisions. He’d barely set the kindling and gathered some deadwood, when a chorus of chittering pealed out across the treetops. Scores of yellow eyes flashed like sickly stars up in the branches, which started to bow and rock with rhythmic movement.

“Either they know what you’re doing, or they’re just getting ready for dinner,” Cairn said.

Nils drew his sword and glared up at the heights, but the chittering only grew louder, more frenzied.

“Go on, lad,” Cairn said. “Be off with you. No sense in you staying.”

“Just shut up and go back to sleep,” Nils said, ramming the sword into the earth.

The dwarf made a face and then lay back, eyes flitting this way and that, watching the treetops.

Nils struck flint to steel and muttered encouragement to the sparks under his breath. The tinder smoked but wouldn’t take.

“Must have gotten damp,” Cairn said.

“Spilt beer on it, no doubt.”

Nils cast about for something else he could use, then remembered Granny putting pine cones in the hearth to get a good fire going on chilly nights. He gathered a bunch from beneath the closest trees and plucked others from low branches. He added them to his pile of deadwood and tried again. Within moments, he had a blaze you could roast a pig over. The thought reminded him of Silas and his magical meals. He hoped the wizard was all right. Hoped he’d understand why Nils hadn’t come back.

The chittering in the treetops turned to hissing and clacking, and then ebbed away to silence.

“That shut them up,” Cairn said.

Nils tensed, straining to hear. Maybe the fire had frightened them off. Maybe he could leave Cairn and get Silas. Maybe even find the dwarves and bring—

The treetops shook like a hurricane was ripping through them. Yellow eyes flashed from the branches, and then dark shapes began swarming down the trunks, shrieking like all the demons in the Abyss.







SILAS







Two hundred and twenty-one gates. Silas counted them all—above, below, to either side; each formed from spinning letters hewn upon intangible pillars; letters that flashed like lightning.

Warm fluid oozed from his tear ducts, rolled down his cheeks. A hundred thousand needles stabbed his pupils, screamed at him to shut his eyes, but he refused even to blink.

His rapt focus impaled the letters directly before him, scrutinizing their endless juggling—reversals, augmentations, rotations. They jostled for position, dismantling the words they formed and assembling new ones through sequences of giddy permutations. They chiseled themselves into his brain, streamed down his spine and bounced back up again, running and returning in an endless cycle that bore him up into a language beyond speech.

His field of vision stretched, elongated, doubled back around his head, revealing every direction in one omniscient revelation. The gates swirled around him, intersecting vortices that melded and blurred, cocooning him in an egg of light. He was the infinitesimal point, the limitless circle. The all and the nothing, the microcosm and the macrocosm. He was the Worthy, the One, the Pleroma, the Void. He was… he was… he was the silence.

The gates revolved faster and faster, their letters a myriad flashes of argent, leaving silvery trails in their wake. They throbbed behind his eyes, vibrated at his sternum, ignited in his belly. He gave himself to them, let them consume him, let them tear him asunder. He was the black hole, eating them hungrily, until nothing existed but the darkness.

The darkness of the cave.

He pressed his palms to his weeping eyes, slowly withdrew them, blinking at last, until he could see once more.

Harsh sunlight filtered through the opening between the wispy strands of his ward. The grimoire lay open on the ground, crimson spatters daubing the occult diagram. He looked at his palms—as red as a murderer’s—and knew that he had wept blood, not tears.

The pages turned of their own accord, exuding a chill. They came to rest upon a passage he had read before; read but never understood. Now, the words as meaningless as ever, he knew it all; knew exactly where to find the Ebon Staff, the key that would unlock the last secrets of Blightey’s book. He saw a vision of it, tangled in vines at the center of a forest of tar. Unspeakable horrors skirted the forest’s edge, and a blade of hellfire spun in the air above the solitary track that led to its heart.

The image shifted, giving way to a lake by a wooded shore. In the middle of the lake, an island of rock jutted skyward, and around it swam a giant serpent. 

Silas gazed without feeling at the disgorged remains frothing redly across the water. Bobbing to the side was a severed head with a matted, bloody beard, white eyes staring upon the Void. Some remote part of Silas’s mind registered that this was Nameless.

Closer to the shore, Nils floated, a bloated water corpse trailing blood in a grisly slick. Of Ilesa there was no sign, but that was nothing to be surprised about.

With a jolt of awareness, Silas knew for certain that this scene had not yet come to pass. He started as the grimoire slammed shut, leaving him with the compulsion to act, and act swiftly, if he were to prevent the deaths of his companions.

And why would you want to do that? the voice of his cynicism asked, colder and more uncaring than before.

The Ebon Staff, set amid its black forest, returned unbidden to mind. The malignancy of the abominations guarding it sent icicles stabbing into his bones. The swish, swish, swish of the hellish sword warding the path made him falter in his resolve.

And in that instant, he knew beyond a shadow of doubt why he’d met the dwarf and accompanied him on this trek into nightmare.

Silas grabbed Blightey’s book, rose shakily to his feet, and banished the ward from the entrance. He ducked out of the burrow with feverish purpose. He had to get to the lake before it was too late, and with an uncanny sense as clear as his newfound prescience, he knew exactly where to go.

If he were to claim the Lich Lord’s staff and unlock the mysteries of his book, he needed Nameless with him. For who else would have a chance against the horrors he had seen standing in the way?







NAMELESS







Nameless shielded his eyes to peer across the lake from the highest point on the island’s rocky finger. The treetops were shaking, and it sounded as if the forest were alive with the screams of the damned.

“What is it?” Ilesa said, standing on tiptoe lower down.

“Shogged if I know, but it doesn’t sound good.”

He thought about Nils creeping back into the forest with his sword drawn, wondered what he’d heard or seen. He didn’t like it one bit. He’d heard a commotion like that before, in the foothills of Mount Sartis.

“Goblins,” he said. “Gods of Arnoch, I hate goblins.”

That meant Nils was really in trouble. He made his way down the pinnacle to stand at the water’s edge.

“Hope your observations are correct, lassie.”

Ilesa pointed to the rear of the island, where the shadow of the serpent was coming into view. “Sure you wanna go back over there with that din going on?”

“Shogging right I’m sure.”

“Well, get ready then. Head should be coming up right about… now!”

The serpent broke the surface, water cascading from its writhing neck as it glared straight at them.

“Wait for it,” Ilesa said, lowering herself to sit on a rock with her feet dipping into the lake. “Wait for—”

The monster splashed down out of sight, and at the same instant, Ilesa slid into the water. She turned and held out a hand.

Nameless’s heart was hammering around in his ribcage, and he gripped his axe so tight, his knuckles stood up like white pebbles.

A scream that turned into a battle cry cut across the screeching of the goblins. Was it Nils? He couldn’t tell, but the mere thought of a friend in danger had him clutch the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in one hand and pinch his nose with the other as he jumped in.

He sank like a stone, opened his mouth to cry out, and took in water.

Ilesa grabbed his wrist and pulled. His head popped above the surface, and he gasped for air.

“My armor—” he spluttered.

“Idiot! Now keep still and lie back.” Ilesa put an arm around his neck, cupping his chin in her hand. “I’ve got you.” She fumbled around with the straps securing his hauberk, then kept hold of the collar as she dunked Nameless’s head below the surface.

He struggled like a lunatic, sending up streams of frothing bubbles. The hauberk came over his head, and Ilesa let it go. Taking hold of him under the arms, she pulled him back up.

“There,” she said. “Now all you need to do is float.”

“Float?” Nameless thrashed about, barely managing to keep hold of the axe.

“Keep your head back in the water.”

He tried to relax, let her take control, but his instinct was to drop his feet down so he could be upright.

Ilesa kicked for the shore, half on her back, half on her side, paddling with one hand, holding Nameless under the chin with the other. She was as good as her word, gliding swiftly through the water, even with a dwarf for a burden. Nameless hadn’t thought to count, but it can’t have been more than a dozen seconds.

“We’re gonna make it,” she grunted through the effort. “Just a little further.”

A wave rolled over them, and Nameless panicked, dropping the axe, and slapping the water with his hands in a desperate attempt to stay afloat. “Shog,” he spluttered. “Shog, shog!”

Ilesa yanked him upright by the collar, but that just brought him face to face with the V-wake plowing straight toward them.

The axe sparkled golden as it spun to the bottom of the lake.

A cry went up from the shore, and Ilesa let go, leaving Nameless splashing like a child in the tub.

The monster’s wake vanished, and he knew with dread certainty that it had dived right under him.
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“Run, lad! Run!” Cairn yelled.

Dozens of black shapes, no taller than a dwarf, scurried down the branches, screeching like banshees and glaring with piss-colored eyes.

Nils didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one bit. No way he should’ve been out here. It weren’t even his choice.

“Not fair,” he muttered beneath his breath. Dad had sent him on this stupid errand, and it weren’t as if he’d even paid Nils yet. Weren’t his choice to follow the dwarf into Qlippoth, neither. So, yeah, maybe he should run. It weren’t like he owed Cairn shogging Sternfist nothing.

A succession of thuds made him turn to see more of the creatures dropping out of the low branches behind. These were closer, in spitting distance, but all they did was group together and scream, black lips curling back to reveal needle-sharp teeth.

A glance to his left told him he still had time to make a dash for the lake. He snatched a brand from the flames and held it aloft.

Cairn tried to push himself nearer the fire but grunted with the effort and gave up.

“Definitely goblins, or I’m no Sternfist. Do a dead dwarf a favor, and get out of here,” he said. “Go on, run!”

Nils started off to the left, checked himself, and went to stand over the dwarf.

“Don’t be a shogging idiot,” Cairn said.

The branches ceased their shaking, and on the ground, two groups of the swarthy creatures had formed and were fanning out in a circle.

Nils eyed his escape route again, judging he could still just about slip through, especially if he drove the goblins back with his fire brand.

He looked down at Cairn, wondering what Nameless would do, and shaking his head that he’d even needed to ask.

The circle closed, and the goblins dropped to all fours and began to advance.

Nils ripped his sword from the ground and held it out before him, turning a slow circle to keep as many goblins in sight as possible. One of the creatures darted in at him, but he waved the flaming brand in its face, and it scampered back. Chittering passed between the goblins like a wave gaining momentum; there was a moment’s stillness, and then they surged forward.

Nils’s guts turned frigid, and a sloshy weight slopped through his intestines. He clenched his buttocks and stifled the urge to drop his sword, fling himself face down in the dirt, and beg for mercy. Perhaps he would have done, if he’d spoken goblin. Way he saw it, that left only one choice.

Screaming so hard his lungs could’ve split, Nils charged. His vision blurred, went so red, he thought his eyes had burst a blood vessel. And then he was in among the goblins, hacking down with his sword and splitting a head clean open. He drew a flaming trail in the air with the brand, but the goblins ducked beneath it and tried to nip at his legs. He kicked one in the face, brought the pommel of his sword down on a skull, smashed one in the teeth with his fiery club. The brand shattered, so he took a two-handed grip on the sword and hewed straight through a goblin’s arm. Gouts of green blood spurted into the air, but the creature came on, clamping its teeth to Nils’s shoulder and biting deep. He let go of the sword and stuck his fingers in its eyes, gouging until he felt them pop, and hot liquid oozed over his hand.

Goblins fastened to his legs and arms, tugging him to the ground. He banged his head as he fell, still kicking, still punching. A demonic face pressed up real close, jaws parted. There was a thwat and a thud, and the goblin fell off him.

The others let go and screamed, running for the trees as scores of arrows thrummed through the air.

Nils scrabbled about in the dirt, found his sword, and used it to push himself upright. He clamped a hand over his shoulder to stem the bleeding.

His jaw dropped, and he could do nothing more than gape.

Fierce faces stared at him from beneath the trees. Craggy, bearded faces, atop stocky bodies. Many of them held crossbows aimed at the treetops. Others had their crossbows upended and one foot in the stirrups while they cranked them with a winch handle mounted on the stock. Still others thrust spears into the low branches, and were rewarded with the odd yelp as limp bodies crashed to the ground.

A golden-haired—and bearded—female knelt at Cairn’s side and inspected his legs.

“Thought we’d lost you,” she said. “Council agreed to send out a search party. Sorry it took so long. You know how it is.”

A red-bearded dwarf thrust his way to the front and strode toward Nils with a monstrous hammer. He was stripped to the waist, his barrel chest thickly haired, arms and neck tattooed with spider webs. He had rings piercing his nose and what looked like a wolf’s fang thrust through the skin beside his eye. Blood ran from the piercing in a long streak, giving the impression it was a recent addition.

“Thank you,” Nils said, sheathing his sword and holding out his hand.

The dwarf responded by hefting his hammer and stepping in to strike.

“Jaym, no!” Cairn called out, pushing himself upright on one arm.

“Came for you, Sternfist, not this piece of scum. I say we toss him to the goblins.”

Jaym grabbed hold of Nils’s collar and drew him close.

Nils weren’t having it, though, and thumped the dwarf on the nose. “Shog!” he cried. He’d ripped his knuckles on the nose rings.

Jaym hadn’t even flinched, but his dark eyes smoldered, the pupils just pinpricks. He slammed Nils to the ground and held him in place with a heavy boot. Nils squirmed and kicked, but Jaym was unmovable, his hammer poised for a skull-shattering blow.

“Enough!” the dwarf woman said in a voice like a whiplash. She stood and brushed dirt and pine needles from her pale blue smock. “You put that hammer down, you hear me, or I’ll tan your fat arse.”

Jaym shook from head to toe, thick veins standing up along his bulging muscles. His eyes simmered with rage as he glared down at Nils. He was gonna do it. Nils squeezed his eyes shut and tried to twist away. He was gonna—

Heavy footfalls made Nils look. The woman marched straight up to Jaym and slapped him full in the face. He roared and turned on her, but a dozen crossbows came up to meet him, and he stayed his hand.

“You don’t shogging hit me, bitch,” Jaym growled. “You hear me?”

“Shut your stupid trap, baresark, or I’ll whip you so good you won’t be able to sit for a week.”

Jaym took a step toward her. “Don’t think your position’s gonna protect you, not out here.”

Nils took the opportunity to roll to his feet and draw his sword. “Back off, dog breath,” he said, his grip on the hilt slippery with sweat. His cuts and bites were starting to sting, and his shoulder was throbbing like a pox-ridden tadger—not that he had no experience of such things, but he’d been told it weren’t pleasant. He gritted his teeth and used the pain to stoke his anger.

“Why, you shogging little runt!” Jaym shook his hammer. “You castrated twerp. You c-c-cun—”

“Don’t you dare!” the woman warned. “Or have you forgotten what happened last time you used that word?”

Jaym lowered his hammer and dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry, Cordy,” he mumbled. “I’m just riled, is all.”

“Here,” said a skinny dwarf with a straggly beard. He slung Jaym a wineskin. “Drink this, big fellah. Take the edge off the rage.”

Jaym upended the skin and drained the contents, belching and grunting his approval. “Owe you, Weasel. That’s some shogging good mead you’ve got there.”

Weasel slapped him on the back. “You know me, Jaym. Only the best for my mates.”

“So.” Cordy frowned at Nils. “You’re the Butcher’s boy, are you?”

“Go easy on him, Cordy,” Cairn said from the ground. “Lad saved my life.”

Jaym scowled. “Wouldn’t have needed saving, if you hadn’t screwed up. Told you scouting was a waste of time. If it was down to me—”

“Well it’s not,” Cordy said. “And if it were, you’d be dead, same as the rest of us.”

“Who says?” Jaym flexed his huge muscles. “Could have had that shogger before, and he ain’t even as powerful now.”

“So, why didn’t you?” Cordy stared him straight in the eye. “Where were you when he hacked his way through Arx Gravis? When he killed my baby? When he… when he put my Thumil’s head on… on a…”

The blood left Jaym’s face, and he lowered his eyes. “Don’t say it, Cordy. Don’t say it. Thought of it makes my blood boil.”

“You know what you’ve done?” Cordy turned back to Nils. “Leading that evil shogger out here after us?”

Nils licked his lips. “Look, I weren’t there, right. But I was at New Londdyr when your lot came and started blowing holes in the walls, and you don’t see me going on about it.”

“That wasn’t our—”

“Weren’t your fault,” Nils finished for her. “Course not. Just like it weren’t his fault, what happened to you. It was the axe, way I heard it.”

Cordy turned away from him and let out a sharp hiss. “Ignorant scut!” She spun round to face him again, tears pouring from her eyes. “You weren’t there, right enough!” She jabbed him in the chest, forcing him to step back. “You didn’t see what he did!” Jab. “To my husband!” Jab. “To my baby girl!” She raised both fists, like she meant to pound him into the earth.

Nils stumbled away from her, tripped, and nearly fell. He was crying himself, though he wasn’t sure why. He opened his mouth to say something, but couldn’t find any words.

Jaym was striding toward him again, and this time, no one did anything to stop him. Cairn was watching with wide, mournful eyes, and Cordy’s weeping grew into wails of despair.

“I—” Nils said.

A frenzied splashing from the direction of the lake cut him off. Someone was crying out, “Shog, shog, shog!”

Nameless!

And then it hit Nils harder than a blow from Jaym’s hammer: “He can’t swim!”

“Who can’t—?” Jaym started, but Nils didn’t wait to answer. He was off through the trees with not so much as a backward glance.

His boots churned up the loamy ground, great clods of earth flying away behind him. He broke through the tree line and paused long enough to take in the scene.

Nameless was thrashing about in the water twenty yards from shore. Ilesa swam clear of him, kicking for the bank like all the sharks in Aethir were on her tail. And that’s when Nils realized: her legs had vanished. In their place was a long scaly fish’s tail that propelled her through the water with the speed of a dolphin.

The dwarf’s head went under, but Nils already had one boot off and was undoing the other, wincing at the fiery needles stabbing into his shoulder. He unbuckled his sword belt, let it fall to the ground.

By the time he made the water’s edge, Ilesa had pulled herself out. The tail shimmered and turned back into legs. He caught sight of her eyes—bloodshot and puffy—as she pushed past him and sprinted along the shore.

Nameless bobbed up again, slapping the water in an effort to stay afloat. He was spluttering and coughing, and a vast dark shape burgeoned beneath his kicking legs.

Without another thought, Nils dived in and swam toward the drowning dwarf.
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The muscles in Nameless’s arms were burning with the effort of keeping his head above water. It was a losing battle, one that was rapidly drawing to a close.

“Ilesa,” he wanted to scream. “Ilesa!” But what would be the point? The panic that had him thrashing his way to a watery grave was the same thing that made her leave him and strike out for the shore. Couldn’t say he blamed her, not with that thing somewhere below.

He went under again, arms too numb to paddle. He shot a look between his dangling feet, expecting to see the serpent’s fangs rushing up at him from the depths. The thought of it taking his legs off at the knees, or biting him in half at the waist, made him sick to the guts.

He flapped and thrashed his way to the surface again, desperately trying to will himself toward land. Maybe it would grow shallower the nearer he got to the shore. He stretched down with his legs, pointing the toes of his boots, but found nothing but water. Times like this, he couldn’t think of anything worse than being a dwarf.

Something flashed golden way down on the bed of the lake—the axe, lost forever. He spluttered as water got in his mouth. Perhaps if he calmed himself, held out his hand…

A shadow passed beneath him.

Nameless literally tried to throw himself back to get to the shore, but he knew the effort was in vain. Water went up his nose, down his throat. He launched himself onto his back, kicking wildly as the dark form of the serpent corkscrewed up at his legs.

A hand grabbed him by the hair and pulled him clear, just as the serpent’s head broke the surface and reared above him on its sinuous neck.

Thank, shog, Nameless thought. Ilesa. He craned his head to see, pleased to be such a good judge of—

“Nils!”

“Hold on and kick like crazy!” Nils said, releasing Nameless’s hair and rolling to his front.

The serpent roared and darted toward them.

Nameless clung to Nils’s legs as the lad attacked the lake with powerful churning strokes. Just before the fangs struck, Nameless twisted aside, and the serpent bit water, sending white spray high into the air. It recoiled and gathered for another attack. In spite of the strength of Nils’s strokes, the shore didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Nameless was about to let go, give the boy a chance, when Nils suddenly stood.

“Shallows,” he shouted. “You can stand!”

Nameless put his boots on solid ground. The water still came up to his neck. 

“We made it,” he said, but knowing it was too late.

On instinct, he held out his hand, and gold hurtled up from the depths, but the serpent’s jaws were already plummeting toward him, fangs slick with moisture.

Nils screamed, and Nameless tried to roll away, but it had anticipated the move. He winced and raised his arms in vain, but then a ball of flame streaked over his head, straight into the serpent’s open jaws, and detonated with a deafening boom.

A spray of gore shot into the sky, and hunks of pinkish meat came raining down with a thwat, thwat, thwat as they struck the water. Gold arced through the grisly downpour as the Axe of the Dwarf Lords shot out of the lake like a meteorite and returned to Nameless’s hand.

“Oh my shog, oh my shog,” Nils was saying over and over again. “Was that… Did you—?”

“No,” Nameless said, turning to face the shore.

Gaunt as a consumptive, hair lank and starting to gray, black coat wrapped around him, was Silas, book in one hand, smoke billowing from the other.

Nameless forced his legs through the water and strode up the bank. “Am I glad to see you, laddie.” He went to grasp Silas’s hand but recoiled. The wizard looked frail and feverish, but his eyes blazed with the intensity of a madman’s.

“No time,” Silas rasped, as if his throat were clogged with dust. “I need you. Need you to come with me.”

Nils splashed out of the water, clutching his shoulder. “Thank shog,” he said. “Silas, you saw, didn’t you? Saw what the bitch done?”

Silas didn’t even acknowledge Nils, instead keeping his crazed eyes fixed on Nameless. “I’ve found what I was looking for. We must go together and claim it.”

“What?” Nameless glanced at the grimoire, and Silas snapped it shut. “What is it you seek? More of that shogger’s magic? I know what that book is, laddie. Shog it, I even fought against the Lich Lord once. Whatever it is you’ve found, I want no part of…”

Nameless’s voice trailed off as a woman emerged from the trees. A dwarven woman, golden-bearded and wearing a simple blue smock and sandals. She held a dagger in one hand. He caught the flash of a ring on her finger: the marcasite ring Thumil had married her with.

Nameless groaned. His knees buckled and pitched him to the earth.

“Cordana,” he said, averting his eyes. “Cordy, I’m… I’m…”

Other dwarves stepped from the trees behind her, hard-faced and pointing crossbows. At the back, two more dragged a crude travois bearing an injured dwarf.

“Cairn,” Nils cried, and ran toward him. The lad drew up sharp when half a dozen crossbows were leveled at his chest. The rest were aimed at Nameless.

Silas turned on the newcomers. “We haven’t time for this.”

A barrel-chested dwarf with wild red hair and a massive hammer pushed past Cordy. Nameless looked up. He’d seen this baresark before, at the fighting circles. Jaym, that was his name. The survivors of Arx Gravis must have been more desperate than he’d imagined, if they were teaming up with baresarks.

“No?” Jaym said. “Then what about this?” He charged straight up to the wizard and punched him full in the face.

Silas hit the ground hard.

Nameless roared and surged to his feet, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords raised high.

The baresark turned to meet him, swinging his hammer overhead.

“Jaym!” Cordy cried.

The baresark pulled up sharp. “Not this time, Cordy. Told you what I was gonna do to this piece of shit if our paths crossed.” He glared at Nameless and spat.

Nameless took a step toward him, face tightening into a snarl. Every muscle in his body felt swollen, fit to burst. The axe trembled in his grip, he held it so tight. He was going to break this ugly shogger’s face. He was going to cleave his thick skull, hack his stinking head right from his…

Nameless reeled away from Jaym, the axe dropping from his grasp.

No more, his mind screamed at him. Hadn’t he already killed enough of his kin? Had nothing changed? Maybe the black axe had left its indelible mark on his soul. Perhaps he’d been wrong to think its evil had left him when it was destroyed.

“See,” Jaym roared. “Told you I had him beat. Shogger’s too scared to face me.”

Nameless’s eyes locked on Cordy’s.

She stared with utter hatred, as if she were contemplating taking her dagger and stabbing him in the face before carving the names of her husband and her daughter—her beautiful baby daughter, Marla—into his skin. And she wouldn’t stop there. He could see it in her face. She’d stab and slash, slice and dice, until he was a steaming pile of offal for the crows to pick at. She’d do it, he had no doubt. Only, she was a dwarf, bound by a law as restraining as any chains. She couldn’t take it upon herself to make such a decision without the deliberation of the Council of Twelve, of whom her husband had been Voice. Until the Corrector had come.

No, only a baresark would do anything as rash as killing another dwarf.

He felt the rush of air, saw a blur of movement, felt the crunch of Jaym’s massive fist against his jaw, and then knew no more.
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Get a grip, Nils, he told himself as he lunged for his scabbard, while all eyes were on Nameless’s crumpled body. Don’t do anything stupid.

He drew the blade with a rasping ching.

Don’t…

The red-bearded bastard, Jaym, grunted and turned to face him.

Ah, shog it!

Nils put everything he had into the swing, followed the blade’s sheering arc with his eyes, winced at the moment of impact, saw it slice the shogger’s torso right off of his stumpy legs. He felt the thrill of gore splattering his face, felt… a right stupid plonker as Jaym somehow sidestepped and caught hold of his wrist, forcing him to drop the sword. Before he’d fully registered what had happened, Nils’s arm was up behind his back, and pain shot all the way to his good shoulder as he was forced face-first to the dirt. He twisted his neck to see the baresark raise his hammer with his free hand.

“Gonna pulp his brains,” Jaym growled. “Gonna smash him up for good.”

“No, you are not!” Cairn’s voice cracked out from the travois.

“Yeah?” Jaym said. “What you gonna do about it, cripple?”

“It’s not him you want to worry about,” Cordy said, indicating the crossbows now aimed at Jaym’s chest.

“Shog it, Cordy, he’s got it coming.” The baresark released Nils and kicked him in the rump. “Bastard, shitting, pissing, cun… Ah, arse-end of Arnoch, give me something to kill.”

Nils was up in a flash and went face to face with the dwarf. “Spineless shogger,” he said. “You sucker-punched Nameless!”

“Yeah?” Jaym said. “Wanna see me beat him in a fair fight? Fine by me. Wake the shogger up. Go on.”

“You’d crap your pants and die of fright,” Nils said.

Jaym’s muscles tensed, and it suddenly seemed he had no neck, his traps were so bunched up. His face looked like blood was about to burst from every pore. His mouth opened and shut, but nothing articulate came out. He shook with rage, and then threw his head back and roared like a cuckolded dragon.

The skinny dwarf Jaym had called Weasel tutted at Nils and wagged his finger. “Not very sensible, my old son. Never a good idea to rile a baresark.”

“Just telling it as it is,” Nils said, folding his arms across his chest.

Jaym roared again.

“Come on, big fellah,” Weasel said, leading him away by the arm. “Let’s go find you some of that special mead.”

“I could beat him anytime I want,” Jaym whined like a spoilt kid.

“Course you could, Jaym,” Weasel said. “Course you could.”

Cordy nodded, and a couple of dwarves slung their crossbows over their backs and dragged Nameless to his feet, still unconscious.

Nils grabbed one by the arm as they started to bind Nameless’s hands behind his back, but he was pulled away and held firm.

“Where he’s going, he has to go alone,” Cordy said. “This is dwarf business.”

“Thought you was trying to avoid him,” Nils said. “So why not bugger off and leave him here with me?”

Cordy flashed him a look that told Nils she wasn’t going to take much more of his insolence. “It’s too late for that. You got too close. Some of us on the Council—”

“You’re on the Council? The Council of Twelve?”

“Took my husband’s place. Guess they felt they owed me. Like I was saying, some of us wanted this, wanted to bring the Butcher to trial, get some sort of justice for what he did. There’s nothing like blood to atone for blood.”

“Don’t exactly sound like a fair trial to me,” Nils said.

“Oh, it’ll be fair,” Cordy said. “That’s the drawback with the Council. Nothing is ever simple. They… we have to deliberate over every single detail, just so we don’t make a mistake. Action makes us really uncomfortable, after what happened in the past. If I had my way—”

“Then thank shog you don’t,” Nils said. “So, what, you just gonna leave us here?” He nodded at Silas, who was starting to stir.

“If you don’t try to follow.”

“Otherwise, what the Council don’t see, it can’t do nothing about?” Nils said.

“Council? What Council?” Silas sat up and rubbed his jaw. The frenzy had gone from his eyes and, apart from the swelling that was already showing, he looked to be back to his normal self. Jaym must have knocked some sense into him.

“I think you understand what I’m saying,” Cordy said to Nils. She clicked her fingers, and the dwarves headed back into the forest, dragging Nameless with them.

Nils made to follow but found a crossbow cocked and pointing right between his eyes. He raised his hands and backed away, and the dwarf disappeared after the others.

Silas stood, dusting himself down. “Were they—?”

Nils nodded.

“Is Nameless—?”

“This ain’t good,” Nils said. “I mean, it ain’t fair.”

Silas glared in the direction the dwarves had taken. “Fair is for simpletons and peasants. What we need is a strategy.”

“Go after him?” Nils said. “I thought you didn’t care.”

Silas smiled and put a lanky arm around his shoulders, causing Nils to yelp in pain. “Oh, I care. Give me a chance, and I’ll show you just how much I care.”

“Good,” Nils said, though something about Silas’s tone made his skin crawl. “So, what do we do?”

Silas looked down at the axe Nameless had left on the ground. “Remember how he wanted you to carry his old axe out of Malfen?”

Nils felt his face flush at the memory. “Called me a pack mule.” He bent down and reached for the haft, but his fingers passed right through it, as if it were made of mist. “What the—?”

Silas pursed his lips. “Interesting. Well, at least it should be safe here, assuming no one else can pick it up.” He kicked it, but he may as well have kicked air. He suddenly snapped to attention.

“What?” Nils said, looking about.

“Shhh,” Silas said, holding up a finger and pointing off into the distance, along the edge of the forest.

A dark figure was standing beneath a tree. He knew who it was by the color of the hair, the dark set of the clothes, the curve of the hips.

“Ilesa.”

“So, what happened with her?” Silas said, watching as she slunk back out of sight.

“Shogging left Nameless to drown, that’s what,” Nils said, his voice rising to a shout. “Coward! Backstabbing, double-crossing, shapeshifting whore!”

“Well, far be it from me to judge,”—Silas steepled his fingers—“but I could tell from the moment I met her.”

“Yeah,” Nils said. “Me too.”
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Ilesa followed the dwarves through the forest and then watched from high up in a tree as they descended into a gorge and trekked toward the setting suns.

Nameless was conscious, but his hands were bound, and one of his guards had slipped a noose around his neck, which he held like a leash. They pushed and thumped him as he stumbled along at the center of the party. Too many for her to do anything about, she reckoned. Must have been at least fifty.

She dropped down from the branch and continued to stare in the direction they were heading, even though she could no longer see them.

She was torn between following and giving it up as a lost cause. She took a step toward the edge of the gorge and then turned away.

It wasn’t what she did. Never had been, never would be. She was tougher than this. Colder. Harder.

She placed her hand against the bark of a trunk and shook her head. She was nothing to him. He knew what she was. He’d seen her fail him twice already, knew she’d planned to kill him for money.

But he’d carried her when she was too exhausted to flee, when she’d have just lain down and died. He’d stood against the wolf-men, knowing there was no way to survive, but refusing to abandon her, his companion. His… friend?

Ilesa tried to scoff at that, but she found her head pressed against the trunk, her lips trembling, eyes filling with moisture.

“Stop it, you stupid bitch,” she mumbled in a faltering voice. “You don’t have friends.”

A wave of weakness washed over her, and she lowered herself to her knees, sobbing.

She’d had no one; no one since she’d been forced to leave Davy in Portis; since her guild had been ripped apart in New Londdyr, and she’d lost Master Plaguewind. Yes, she’d eked out a living with Brau and his mob, but she was just an asset to them, a shapeshifting assassin with a hundred-percent track record. So long as she was useful, they tolerated her, but it was no more than that.

And then this dwarf had come into her life, this bawdy, melancholic, beer-drinking paradox with a past as black as the Abyss. How the shog had he gotten under her skin?

She pushed away from the tree and wiped her eyes. He hadn’t, she told herself. It was just the usual guilt. She knew herself well enough by now, knew it was all because she’d failed to keep Davy out of the bastard’s sleazy clutches; because she’d left him, even though it wasn’t really her fault. And now she’d done the same to Nameless. Twice in the space of a day.

No point beating around the bush then, she decided, narrowing her eyes and taking a strong grip on her sword hilt. Shit like this is what would get her killed. In her line of work, there was no place for weakness; no place for friends.

On the opposite side of the sky from the dying suns, Aethir’s moons cast their silvery light over the treetops—Raphoe an immense frosted face peeking above the horizon, Charos pitted like a sponge, and higher up, the tiny disk of Enoi, baby of the three. It may have been wishful thinking, may have been another ploy of this land of bad dreams, but she felt sure they were calling to her, offering her their counsel.

Two times in one day might not have been enough. Didn’t they say all good things came in threes?

Resisting the urge to glance back at the gorge, Ilesa cast her eyes about in the gloaming settling over the forest, hoping against hope for some glimpse of the distant Farfall Mountains, some landmark that would show her the way out of this cursed place.

Seeing nothing, she set off in the direction of Raphoe, and banished every last thought of the Nameless Dwarf from her mind.


PART FOUR




THE EBON STAFF







“Philosophy is odious and obscure;

Both law and physic are for petty wits;

Divinity is basest of the three,

Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible, and vile.

'Tis magic, magic that hath ravished me.”




(Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus)







THE PAX NANORUM




By the supernal father, she was lonely.

After all this time, she’d forgotten what it was like. When you’d been alone as long as she had, you eventually ceased to notice. The feeling sank, just as Arnoch had sunk, to a place deep within she was afraid to visit. She’d grown used to not dwelling upon it, pretended it wasn’t there.

One touch. That was all it had taken. Warm fingers curling about her haft, the comfort of his strength, the bliss of the two becoming one. He roused her from her slumber, hefted her into the giddy thrill of battle, restored her purpose.

And then he’d left; ditched her on the shores of a new-formed lake. It didn’t matter the reason: she couldn’t bear to be without him, her wielder, her companion, her Immortal.

Please, she pulsed out into the ether, knowing he couldn’t hear her, but hoping nevertheless. Please.

Don’t abandon me, she wanted to say, but the words would have brought a terrible admission, one she doubted she could endure. Don’t let me sink beneath the waters of the lake. Wasn’t Arnoch enough? Is it my fate to be forgotten?

Perhaps, if her power had been greater, the city would not have fallen. Perhaps if she’d been braver…

She’d failed every one of her Immortals when they had stood against the Destroyer. She’d failed the dwarves of Arnoch; failed King Arios. That’s why she’d never seen her entombment beneath the waves as anything but deserved punishment. The dwarves she was pledged to protect had all perished, so it was only right she shared their watery grave. But when the Nameless Dwarf had reached out to her in his need, when she’d sped to his grasp, all her past failings were incinerated in that burst of argent that ended the unstoppable nightmare.

Until this moment, she’d not asked herself why she’d been impotent against the Destroyer before, why all the other Immortals had fallen and Arnoch had plunged beneath the sea. But she asked now that she was alone once more, now that she felt the coldness of her crafting, the lifeless ebb of her tortured awareness. It was him, not her. All the power she offered him was as nothing compared with the gift of his touch, the throb of the blood pumping through his veins, the unconquerable heart of a champion. He was not just an Immortal—he was the best of the Immortals.

And he was hers.

A shudder passed through her blades, rippled its way down her haft. She felt both longing and despair in one tormented instant. She wished she had a mouth, like she had before in her life beyond the Void. The desire gave birth to one in her mind, and she made good use of it, wailing into the infinite spaces of the cosmos and begging for oblivion.

“Sister? Sister, is that you?”—a voice, far away. A voice broken with anguish. “I hear your cries and add them to my own.”

“Brother?” she asked with imaginary lips.

“Aye, the same,” came the quavering response. “Though I am ashamed to admit it. I could not find you, my sister. It was as though you were plucked from existence.”

She shifted upon the shore, spun in the mud, as if that would bring them closer. “Arnoch fell, my brother, and I fell with her.”

“The Perpetual City? But how? When?”

She dared not speak of it to him. The first word would undo her, destroy what self-control she still held onto. “A long time ago.” Longer than she cared to remember. “Are you still—”

“A hammer? Of sorts, I suppose, though I no longer have anyone to swing me. But you, my sister, surely you are still the hope of our charges, even with Arnoch’s passing.”

“I am no one’s hope, brother. I failed them. Failed them all.”

His sigh was the distant rumble of thunder. “I know that bitter taste. I am the bedfellow of betrayal and failed redemption.”

“What has happened, my brother?”

Another peal of thunder, muffled this time and further away. She counted the seconds to his response and knew there was not long left.

“Death, my sister. The death of hope. Maldark, my wielder, perished, and the memory is still raw. The Demiurgos grows strong in the worlds of men, but I can no longer oppose him. It is now down to others to fight that battle, but without our aid, how can they prevail? Our brother has turned his back on the Supernal Father, and now you tell me you have failed. I see only despair. Our day is done.”

The voice echoed away into silence. She wanted to call out, beg him to return, but she feared the lack of an answer. It was as cruel as the fleeting touch of her Immortal, this ghost from her past.

And then she saw him, just a phantom, standing before the throne of glory in the Supernal Realm. She’d been on his right, her other brother on his left, as the terrible path they were to tread was laid out before them. Three lives for the sake of mortals; three to stand against the deceptions of the Demiurgos.

But now, two had failed. And the other… The other—

“Darling sister. I thought you didn’t care.”

She saw a vision of a forest of tar, its black trees oozing malice. At the center, wreathed in briars, stood a staff carved of deepest ebony.

No. Not now. I’m not strong enough. The illusion of voice broke like the gossamer strands of a web in a tempest. If she couldn’t speak, maybe he couldn’t hear her. Perhaps he’d grow tired and leave her be. Perhaps—

“Oh, I can hear you, sister.” He hissed the last word, left its lingering susurrus to infiltrate her every secret space. “I’ve missed you. Where have you been? Bottom of the sea, I hear. You don’t visit. You don’t write. I have so much to tell you. So much.”

She slid through the mud, seeking to defend herself from the Ebon Staff and knowing it was futile.

He’s not here, he’s not here, he’s not—

“Oh, yes, I am. You don’t get much closer than this.”

An icy tendril coursed its way through her panicked consciousness. She’d lifted into the air above the lake before she even thought about it.

“Go on, flee. Flee back to your stunted little boyfriend. See if he can save you. See if he can save the last of his insipid race.”

But we were once like them, she wanted to say. We were the pattern they were dreamed from.

But she’d be wasting her time. He knew what he was, knew where he’d come from. The only difference was, he’d grown to resent his past, resent the command that had melded them with steel, wood, and stone and sent them through the Void. And she knew that long ago, even before Arnoch had sunk beneath the ocean, he’d made some very unpleasant friends.

“Oh, you remember! How sweet. I’ll be sure to tell him when he gets back from the Void.”

The Void? You must be more insane than I thought.

During their passage through that empty space, the three siblings had been held in existence purely by the arcane wisdom of the Supernal Father, who had forged them into indestructible weapons of power. Besides them, only the Aeonic Triad had passed from the Supernal Realm through the Void, but even they could not return. The Great Deceiver, the Demiurgos himself, barely clung to existence on its brink through the obstinate refusal of his will. Her brother’s master, the Lich Lord of Verusia, might have grown strong on the perversion of all that was good and holy, but even his awesome power would be as nothing compared to the infinite hunger of the Void.

The Ebon Staff’s consciousness still lingered within her, but he didn’t say anything. The callous laughter that threatened to swamp her told her all she needed to know.

With a jolt of terror she’d prayed never to feel again, she sped toward the trees flanking the lake with one desperate thought wailing through her mind:

Nameless!







SILAS







Silas swore and looked up. The damp ground soaking into the seat of his britches hadn’t done it. Neither had Nils’s imbecilic humming, nor his ludicrous attempts to grunt out the sounds of the words he was trying to read. The gurgling slurps of the hungry bogs that spattered the moors scarcely raised an eyebrow. It was the rank stench invading his nostrils that finally tore Silas’s eyes from the page. His first instinct was to gag, but then he coughed into his fist. The coppery tang of blood coated his lips, and when he checked, his hand was speckled with crimson. Familiar dread insinuated its way into his bones. He didn’t have much longer, that was clear. It was the magic doing it, without any shadow of a doubt.

They’d warned him about it at the Academy. First day at the Ludus Arcana they’d spelled it out for the students as clear as day: Creatio ex nihilo—creation out of nothing—was as impossible for wizards as it was for the philosophers of science. “Give and take,” was how Magister Arecagen had described it. You give something of yourself—your essence—and you take from the eldritch well of the Cynocephalus’s dreams. The trick was in finding suitable conduits, so that the magical debt wasn’t paid by the wizard himself. Easy for him to say. He had enough conduits to pipe magic into every home, if he’d been the sharing kind. Wands, scrolls, a shaggy black cat. Silas suspected the master could even draw magic through an artichoke, given half a chance, but he’d steadfastly refused to share his secrets. “It’s a privilege,” he used to say. “Something each wizard needs to earn for himself.” Well, as far as Silas was concerned, he had earned it—by using the skills of his misspent youth to steal Blightey’s grimoire. Judging by his failing health, though, that might not have been what Arecagen meant.

What scared him more than anything was that the sickness showed no signs of abating, even when he laid off the magic. Apart from working on Nils’s shoulder wound, he’d barely cast a cantrip since leaving the lake, despite the lad sniveling about food and a fire. The rot had set in and was rapidly taking Silas where he had no desire to go. The only thing that stood before him and an early grave was the book and its promise of power without the downside. But even that had to be earned. Perhaps the illness was the spur he needed, for without the threat of wasting and death, nothing this side of the Abyss could have forced him to search out the black staff at the heart of its malignant forest.

Something was calling to him, or was it someone?

“Did you hear me?”

“What?” Silas said, and then saw Nils looking at him expectantly. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Res-urr-ect-io.” The imbecile was jabbing a finger at the open page of his Liber Via.

“Sorry?”

“Resurrectio,” Nils said again. “What the shog is that?”

“Ancient Urddynoorian, you dunce, like all the other words in that insipid book. I would have thought its meaning was just a tad obvious, even to a whiskerless youth with a brain the size of a rabbit turd.”

Nils screwed his face up, looking for all intents and purposes like he’d missed an appointment with the latrine and was now suffering an unscheduled bid for evacuation.

“Yeah, but that ain’t one of the words you taught me, is it, dog-breath?”

“Resurrection.” Silas tutted and sighed.

“Raised erection?” Nils said with a cheeky grin.

Silas guffawed, and immediately tried to reclaim his dignity.

“Well, if you read some of the myths…” Truth be told, he didn’t know the first thing about what the Liber Via said on the subject, or anything else for that matter. Nor did he care. From what he could make out from the passages he’d read to Nils, the book was a hodgepodge of obfuscating gobbledygook that looked like it had been accidentally thrown together by a monkey with a quill and way too much parchment. “It means to come back to life.”

Nils’s frown deepened, if that were possible. “From what?”

“Death, presumably.” You utter moron. “Though, with most religions, the meaning’s not necessarily literal. Resurrection probably denotes change. Got it?”

“Uhm—”

“Good. Now shut up. I’m thinking.”

With an exaggerated huff, Nils turned his attention back to the page. Silas could almost hear his brain groaning with the effort. The lad rubbed at his shoulder. Didn’t seem to matter that Silas had gone to great efforts to heal the wound. No easy task when you had to eradicate every last trace of infection the goblin bite had left. Waste of bloody magic, if you asked him. Ungrateful wretch.

Mist was rolling in from the moors, curling between the swaying reeds. Over to the west, a mountain range snaked southward like the spine of a monstrous beast. For all he knew, it could have been. Perhaps even the backbone of the tortured god whose nightmares they now shared.

The parting glow of the twin suns lingered between two hazy peaks. To the east lay the sprawling pine forest they’d left mercifully behind. Nils had wanted to give chase to the dwarves who’d taken Nameless, despite the threat of their crossbows, but Silas persuaded him to skirt the edge of the trees, see if they could find another way to rescue their friend. He had no idea what that was, but the grimoire would provide an answer. It left him in no doubt about that whatsoever.

Something golden streaked across the sky toward the north. It was too low for a shooting star. He cocked his head and watched its passage above the distant forest. He was about to point it out to Nils, but the lad looked up, wrinkled his nose, and glared.

“You shat your pants?”

Silas drew in air between his teeth. “No,”—you fatuous buffoon—“it’s peat.”

The snot-nosed cretin took that as an excuse to close his book. Anything to avoid reading. Mind you, seeing as he had nothing better to study than religious hogwash, Silas couldn’t say he blamed him. What was Nameless thinking when he lent his book to Nils? More to the point, what was an axe-wielding, beer-swilling, former genocidal maniac doing with sacred scriptures, in the first place?

“Pete who?” Nils asked.

“Rotting vegetation, you nincompoop.” Lords of the Supernal Realm preserve us!

Nils frowned at the undergrowth, bent his nose to the black mud. “Oh, got you. Shog, that stinks. Can’t we—”

“No.” Silas pointedly resumed his reading. The letters and sigils on the page began their whirling dance, honing his vision to a point.

“But we should get going. Anything could have happened to Nameless. I mean, they could have—”

“I’m studying.”

Nils let out an exaggerated sigh and began to tap the cover of his Liber Via. “How long’s it take, for shog’s sake?”

“A lot longer, if you keep interrupting.”

“Rate you’re going, I’ll have a full-grown beard time you’ve finished.”

Silas’s fingers tightened into a fist, splayed, tightened again. His eyes narrowed so much, he half-expected them to pop from their sockets. How was he supposed to focus, when he could see the irritating little prick out of the corner of his eye, rubbing his chin and imagining he had anything more than bum-fluff growing there?

“Impressive, Nils. You’ll be able to plait that in another decade. Don’t tell me you’re going to get yourself an axe and start drinking mead next.”

“What you saying?” Nils thrust his chin toward Silas. He was coiled like a spring and indignant as a mangy cat whose tail had just been trodden on.

“I have a notion you’re idolizing someone,” Silas said.

“You have a what?”

“Our dwarf friend. You’re emulating him, by which I mean you’re trying to be like him.”

“I ain’t like him.”

Silas closed his eyes and drew in a long, slow breath. “I think that’s very shrewd of you.”

“Don’t mean to be. Rude, I mean. But I ain’t. Nothing like him. I reckon that’s obvious. I was just being… what’s the word?”

“Annoying?”

“Funny. You’re bleedin’ hilarious, Silas, you know that?”

“Thanks for the compliment. Now, do you mind shutting up, so I can read?”

“Fine.”

Nils went back to his book, grumbling under his breath all the while. Silas caught snippets of it: “Bloody Ilesa. Never should have trusted the bitch,” and “Sod the shogging dwarves. Should have just followed.”

The effect was mildly comical—the way the lad’s face kept screwing up like a donkey’s rectum, the same as Silas’s might have if he was presented with the Collected Works of Quintus Quincy, the worst poet in Malkuth. Not that Silas had ever seen a donkey’s back passage, but he’d come close to seeing Quincy’s when he’d threatened to shove his book where the suns don’t shine. 

For a moment, the memory distracted him, and he almost laughed out loud. Those had been hard days, eking out a measly existence as a cutpurse on the streets of New Londdyr, but there had been something pure about them. Things had changed when he’d worked the wizards’ quarter and been caught breaking into Magister Arecagen’s house. A year and a day of study—that had been his punishment. Locked in the Academy and never permitted to leave.

After the first few weeks, he’d started enjoying it. He had an aptitude for study, a hunger for it as addictive as his mother’s need for men. Knowledge brought control, and control meant power. Not in any megalomaniac way; just the ability to get through each day without being trodden underfoot like his father. What was it Magister Satyring used to say about other people being the worst kind of torture? Of course, he also used to preach about power and corruption, but nobody’s perfect. Good days, all of them—the thieving and the study, and they weren’t that much different when you considered the way the scholars at the Academy were always plagiarizing their colleagues and stabbing each other in the back. He knew it was just nostalgia, but it seemed even the air had been crisper back then, the suns’ light brighter. He felt the gentle pull of remembrance, longed to drift upon its currents, but even stronger was the sharp tug back to the page.

The letters oozed like a lava flow, burned themselves into his brain. They sat just behind his eyes, smoldering keys to Blightey’s dark secrets. Dark, but potent. The sort of thing they were going to need, if they had a chance of rescuing Nameless.

And Silas did want to rescue him. He knew he needed the dwarf, if he was to complete the quest for the Lich Lord’s staff, but part of him genuinely wanted to save Nameless.

The surge of emotion came like an unexpected blow; it almost translated into tears. Silas’s face tightened into a grimace, and he shook his head. He was getting to be like Nils, and that couldn’t be a good thing.

“What’s that?” Nils said, looking up from his book like a startled chicken.

“What?” Silas kept his rapt attention on the spells grafting themselves into his memory with a tangibility that hurt. Nils was no more than a buzzing fly at the periphery of his awareness.

“That sound.”

“Just a minute,” Silas said, satisfied he was prepared for every eventuality. The question now was, how were they going to find Nameless? It wasn’t as if either of them was much of a tracker. He was starting to wish Ilesa hadn’t gone off on her own. Well, maybe “wish” was too strong a word.

“Listen,” Nils whispered, scooting closer on his backside.

Silas held up a finger for silence.

The grimoire’s pages turned of their own accord. He still hadn’t grown used to it. It was almost as if invisible hands were riffling through, looking for just the right spell to answer his unspoken question.

Something squelched off to the left.

Silas tensed, thinking Nils was chewing next to his ear. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He’d heard more than he could stand of the cretin’s slurps and teeth-grinding since they’d been traveling together. What was it with some people that they had to be continuously stuffing their faces? If Nils needed to masticate, then he could bloody well do so alone, out of earshot. And if that meant at the bottom of a quagmire, then all well and good. Silas had half a mind to give the uncouth youth a long overdue clip round the ear, but then he remembered they had no food and hadn’t had for some time. It couldn’t possibly have been Nils making that sound.

He tried to screen the noise out, so he could focus on the page the book had selected. The ink was dried and crumbling, coming away in powdery flakes. It looked black at first, but when Silas licked his finger and dabbed it on the script, he saw it was a brownish red. The page itself, like a few of the others, was of vellum, gummed in at a later date, whereas most were of thicker parchment and stitch-bound. The flesh on his back crawled as he scrutinized the letters. They crept and slithered into his mind, a series of harsh consonants and long drawn-out diphthongs. He tried to mouth the alien words, but his throat felt like a thousand spiders had crawled into it, coalescing into one writhing, cloying mass.

“There it is again,” Nils said, but Silas could barely breathe, never mind respond. “That sucking sound. Gurgling, like a ditch being drained.”

Shut up, I’m choking!

“Know what it reminds me of?” Nils went on. “My dad eating. Hated that sound when I was at home.”

Now there’s irony for…

Silas’s guts flip-flopped up into his throat. He felt like a snake that had swallowed an egg.

“You all right?” Nils said. “What’s up with your neck? Oh my shogging—”

Silas doubled up, dry-heaving, but nothing could get past the blockage. Something tickled his uvula, pressed against his palate. He retched again, and this time the mass shifted into his mouth. The same something probed his lower gums, found purchase on his teeth. It felt like a finger. Another emerged, curling under his chin. A scream started deep in his larynx as his jaw was forced open, and the skin either side of his lips stretched so taut he knew it was going to rip. But then the mass flopped out of his mouth and landed with a plop on the open page.

“Shit!” Nils said, scrambling back.

Silas coughed up blood and bile, all the while staring at the horror that had emerged from his throat. It looked like a huge glistening spider, drenched with his phlegm, but then it twitched and splayed out four elongated fingers and a thumb.

“It’s a hand!” Nils half screamed. “A shogging hand!”

The bog slurped and belched, causing Silas to look away from the abomination he’d just given birth to. The peaty ground to the left had shifted, leaving a ditch like a scar in its black surface.

“See, I told you something weren’t right,” Nils said. “Let’s shog off out of here.”

Childlike limbs hung over the edge of the ditch, the skin flayed and showing bones. Gobs of goo dangled from them, giving Silas the sickening feeling they’d been partially digested. The sod above the ditch bubbled and squelched, drawing together into a mound that kept on growing.

A frantic rapping drew Silas’s eyes back to the hand. It was drumming its fingers on the page, as if it demanded his attention.

Nils gasped something, and Silas’s jaw dropped, as the hand scuttled in a tight circle and then sped off like a giant cockroach.

The heaping pile of peat was still sucking in more of the bog. It was already as tall as a man and just as wide. A bulbous protrusion sprouted from its top, forming into a misshapen head. Sinuous arms coiled from each side, flailing the air like a couple of half-starved pythons.

The hand scuttled back and leapt a little way off the ground to thump Silas on the shin. He cursed as it sped off to the north, but this time, he needed no more prompting. He was already huffing and puffing in pursuit, when the bog creature let out a horrific slobbering roar.

“Run!” he cried over his shoulder, but needn’t have bothered.

Nils shot past him and sprinted hell for leather after the grisly hand.







NAMELESS







“Another?” Cordy lifted the jug like a trophy and took a staggering step toward him.

“You need to ask?” Nameless held out his tankard and grinned at Thumil. “Best ale I’ve tasted, aside from Ballbreakers, or I’m a shogging goblin.”

“Better than shogging a goblin!” Thumil guffawed and tipped over backward on the bench, feet kicking the air like he was running upside down.

Cordy roared with laughter, doubling over at the waist and sloshing beer over the tiles.

Nameless rolled from his bench, holding out his tankard like a pauper begging for coin, catching one drop, two, and then pitching onto his face. 

Thumil let out a shrill pipe of laughter, utterly incontinent. The tangy odor of hops rose like a magical cloud into Nameless’s nostrils and snapped the last restraining chains of decorum. His tongue lolled out, and he got down on his hands and knees to lap at the puddled beer like a dog.

“Stop,” Cordy sputtered through snot and laughter. “Stop. Thumil has something to say.”

“I do,” Thumil said. “I do indeed, and it’s frightfully important. What is it, dear?”

“You drunken old sot. How the shog did you get elected to the Council?”

Nameless twisted his head and winked. “What better qualifications for a councilor than to drink mightily and talk drivel? Same things you married him for, Cordy.”

And suddenly, he knew he was dreaming. The three have them had not drunk together, save for the wedding banquet, once Thumil and Cordy had been married. Not only that, but Thumil was dead, his head shoved on an iron spike. And Cordy… Cordy would never laugh and joke again.

She set down the jug and stood with hands on hips, playing the scolding mother. “If you want a thing doing,” she said, heading for the doorway on unsteady legs.

“Shush,” Thumil said, finger to lips. “Not a sound. Not a… Here she comes.”

Cordy returned, sure of step and suddenly sober. She cradled a white-wrapped bundle in her arms and was beaming down at it with utter devotion. “This,” she said to Nameless, “is our daughter, Marla. We would be honored if you would be her soul-father.”

Nameless’s head cleared in an instant. He pushed himself upright and touched a tremulous finger to the baby’s cheek.

Marla.

The baby he had killed. It didn’t matter he hadn’t intended to. He was responsible, for her death, and the deaths of thousands of others.

“She’s… she’s…” Nameless looked to Thumil for help.

The Voice of the Council was sitting straight, arms folded across his chest, a big stupid grin on his wizened face.

“I know, old friend,” he said. “Gladdens this dwarf’s heart more than he could ever have imagined.”

“You seriously want me to… I mean, after all I’ve… Me?”

Was this how it would have been, had he not been the Corrector, when he’d come back to the ravine for a second slaughter?

“Yes,” Thumil said, smiling at his wife. “It’s what we both want.”

“But the others,” Nameless said. “If it weren’t for my strength, they’d have my guts for—”

“We all deserve a second chance,” Cordy said. “You’re a good dwarf at heart. I’ve always known that.” Her eyes strayed to the black axe leaning against the table.

The armor Nameless had taken from the Lich Lord lay in pieces upon the floor. The scarolite helm that had imprisoned him for so long was on the table, along with the fire giant’s gauntlets. The Shield of Warding he’d brought back from the Abyss was propped in a corner.

The axe still called. Its insatiable rage clung to the deepest parts of his soul, but next to these people who still believed in him, in spite of it all, its power was as nothing.

“You’ve suffered enough,” Thumil said, rising to place a hand on his shoulder.

The axe head grated as it pivoted, throwing off waves of darkness.

Nameless tried to scream a warning, but it was too late. The malice smothered him like a pall.







NAMELESS







Freezing water splashed over Nameless’s face. He sputtered and thrashed awake, eyes opening onto the immense disk of Raphoe leering at him down the channel of the canyon. In one sickening moment, his heart turned into a millstone.

Second chances? Suffering enough? They had been wrong on both counts, after the first slaughter. He’d come back, and this time they were even more directly affected.

He flinched at the memory of baby Marla’s limp and bloody body. And Thumil… Poor, poor Thumil.

“Hate for you to miss the fun,” said a nasally voice. “Seeing as you’re the guest of honor and all.”

Nameless craned his neck to see a scrawny dwarf standing over him with a bucket. He rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his knees. His wrists were shackled, long chains running from them to his ankles.

“Name’s Weasel,” the dwarf said.

Nameless was sure he’d seen the shogger before, at the circle fights, what seemed an age ago. Weasel had been the one taking bets.

He looked about as good as his name, lean to the point of starvation, with a snout of a nose and a scraggly beard. His almond eyes were heavy-lidded, giving him a lazy look that could just as well have been cunning.

“Would say I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” Weasel said, “but people might talk. Mind you,”—he leaned in close and whispered—“if you get out of this alive, which I sincerely doubt, come and see me. I remember how you took down Kallos the Crusher in the circle. Play our cards right, and we’re minted. Fear factor like you’ve got’s worth a ton of tokens in my line of work.”

Kallos the Crusher, the undisputed baresark champion. Nameless remembered the fight; remembered prevailing, only just, but that was another lifetime, back when he’d still had a name.

“Who told you to get up?” a heavily armored dwarf said, stomping over and raising a club.

“I did, geezer,” Weasel said, stepping in the way. “Punters deserve to see what they’re wagering on.”

“Punters? Wagering?” the grunt said, looking like he’d woken up from a dream to find everyone speaking in nonsensical words, which Nameless guessed was anything with more than one syllable.

Weasel tapped a finger to the side of his nose. He produced a clinking purse of tokens and handed it over. The bewildered guard stared at it for a long moment then grinned and backed away to a clutch of similarly armored dwarves, nodding and giving Weasel a discreet thumbs up.

Moonlight washed the floor of the gorge with silver, cast deep shadows on the sheer rock walls that loomed over them to either side. Nameless could just about make out the forms of crossbowmen watching the camp from ledges above. And what a camp it was. The survivors of Arx Gravis had worked quickly to set up a temporary village of tarpaulin shelters, and here and there construction had started on rough stone huts—none as yet completed, but it was clear they intended to stay. Drystone walls had been erected to the north and south of the gorge, hundreds of yards apart. Each was manned by stoic sentries brandishing spears that reflected the light of the fires dotting the occupied space.

Most of the shelters were empty. Dwarves were gathered in groups, their chattering a muffled, echoing hubbub. Even the children were awake, fighting with wooden axes or hanging onto parents’ hands. In the red glow coming from a brazier, white-robed figures debated in a semicircle. One of them stood apart from the group talking with Jaym, whose red hair and beard were unmistakable even in the half-light.

“Good to see everyone so excited,” Nameless said. “What’s the play? Phancles’ Tragedy of Maldark the Fallen? Mendar’s Some like it Stumpy? Jarid’s Trial of Tinfoot Beardless?

“Getting warmer,” Weasel said.

“Thought you might say that. Looks like the Council of Twelve’s already in full flow. Did I miss my defense?”

Weasel chuckled. “Plenty of time for that. Even in full flow, the Council ain’t likely to make their minds up anytime soon. You know what it’s like.  Must have been five years since a bunch of wizards from New Londdyr contacted them about selling off some scarolite from the mines. Mind you, gave some of us a chance to make a bit on the sly, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t get it,” Nameless said. “How come you’ve settled here? Seems everywhere I set foot in this shogging land turns into something else.”

Weasel turned away, taking his bucket with him. “Yeah, funny that,” he shot over his shoulder. “Don’t think anyone else has worked that one out. Ask Stupid. He’s always ready with an opinion.”

“Stupid?”—the motley clad fool who’d been close to Dythin Rala, the  Voice who’d preceded Thumil?

But Weasel had slipped in among the dueling children and was making his way toward Jaym and the councilor.

Nameless squinted. He was sure it was Throam Grago.

Now there was a dwarf who spoke his mind, and he was uncharacteristically decisive for a councilor. Not that that was necessarily a good thing. Grago was still head to head with the baresark, and every now and then, they’d involve nearby soldiers in their conversation. Some were wearing Red Cloaks they must have inherited from the dead. There had only been two left alive, from what he could remember. Others were more thugs than soldiers, scum from the backwaters of the ravine city. Looked like Jaym had brought along his friends, too. There must have been a dozen baresarks there, moonlight glinting from their piercings.

“Bacon bites! Get them while they’re hot!” someone shouted in among the crowd. “Truffles! Ironbelly’s Ale!”

Ironbelly’s? You’d have to be dying of thirst during a drought and have the taste buds of a dehydrated turnip to drink that piss. The insult was too much to bear. If the Council were determined to see the Ravine Butcher punished for his crimes, they could at least have cracked open a keg or two of Urbs Sapientii mead. Mind you, with a mouth feeling like it was full of sand, Nameless figured he couldn’t be such a snob.

“Over here!”

“Beer, beer, everywhere,” a lilting voice piped up. “But for the condemned there’s only guilt to drink. How now, dwarf with no name, liketh you our tragic game?”

A knock-kneed dwarf in patchwork clothes of red, green, and blue gamboled toward him, shaking a child’s rattle. He had a face that resembled nothing so much as a walnut, and a beard like tangled cobwebs. Upon his head was a tall hat, topped with a bell that tinkled as he danced.

Some names are best forgotten—The words Stupid had said to him the first time Nameless had set eyes on the fool.

He recalled a fight with three baresarks. The Krypteia, Baldar Kloon, had hired them to avenge a perceived slight. Cordy had been there. Thumil, too. And Stupid had appeared in an alley.

Something else he’d said bubbled to the surface: You must forget in order to find the truth of who you are.

But forget what? His name? He’d certainly done that, but what had that revealed about him, save that he was a nobody in dwarven society now, no better then the baresarks? A shog sight worse, when you considered what he’d done.

“Stupid,” Nameless said.

“Are we so familiar that you presume to diminish my name? Another inch and it will be just like yours.”

“Then I’ll make do with ‘laddie’, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Stupid I am, even when stupid I’m not. Dolt Dullard, I am called, and by others Dimwit Numbskull; but the name of names beyond all others would make the pieces whole, should I give it—which I shan’t, for you know it already.”

“I think you’re mistaken, laddie,” Nameless said. “I remember you from the ravine, and from Thumil and Cordy’s wedding. But I don’t recall you going by any other name.”

“You forgot your own name,” Stupid said. “No reason you’d remember mine. Say, it’s a funny thing how quickly folk grow familiar. A patter of banter, and we’re matey like mates.”

Over Stupid’s shoulder, Nameless saw Throam Grago take his place with the rest of the Council of Twelve. It seemed strange, and a little sad, to see them in their robes of office—save for Cordy, who stood out in her blue dress—but with no debating table to gather round.

It looked like they were ready for him. Grago said something, and Jaym and a couple of soldiers headed over. The baresark had a metal loop in one hand. It was attached to a length of chain. In his other hand, he held his warhammer.

“Will wonders never cease?” Stupid said. “I’d have wagered the suns would have fallen from the sky ere they were ready to begin. Something is rotten, something is afoot. The Council of Twelve making haste. The like I’ve never seen.”

“A quick question, laddie,” Nameless said, eyes never leaving the rapidly approaching group. Beyond them, the whole community, save those on sentry duty, was massing together around the Council. “Why has this place not shifted like everywhere else in Qlippoth? Is it a safe-haven?” Safe for the survivors of Arx Gravis to start anew? Safe enough to consider his task done?

“’Tis a footprint, among footprints. You should know—you’ve left your own. Stepping stones across the chaos. I have a map—”

“Good,” Jaym said, shoving Stupid out of the way. “Need something to wipe my arse on.” He glowered at Nameless. “How’s the jaw? Bet you never felt a punch like that before.”

“Punch?” Nameless said. “Never felt a thing. It was your breath that knocked me out.”

Jaym’s face twisted into a snarl. His knuckles whitened from gripping his warhammer so tight, and he started to shake.

“Steady, big man,” a Red Cloak said. “He’s got it coming, Jaym, just you  wait and see.”

“Kal?” Nameless said. “Kaldwyn Gray? Gods of Arnoch, you’re alive!”

“Not a word,” Kal said, drawing his shortsword and touching the point to Nameless’s throat. “Not a shogging word.”

Jaym stepped behind, and Nameless tensed, expecting a crushing blow to the back of the head. Instead, an iron collar clicked into place, and Jaym came back in front holding his length of chain like a leash.

“Come on, doggie. We gonna have us some fun.” He yanked on the chain and strode toward the waiting Council, Nameless in tow, a guard on either side holding his arms, Kal bringing up the rear.

The crowd parted to admit them, and Nameless dipped his head so he didn’t have to look anyone in the eye. He caught the whispered curses, though, and felt his people’s fear and hatred like blows.

Stupid danced alongside, bell tinkling, hands clapping a jaunty rhythm as he sang:

“I once met a dwarf who liked gin,

I know it’s a terrible thing;

He swigged it like ale

And told a tall tale

Of axes and dead dwarven kings.”

Nameless craned his neck to look back at the fool, who had stopped in his tracks and was staring, a fixed grimace on his gnomic face.

Axes and dead kings? Did he mean Arios, seated on his throne at the heart of Arnoch? The Axe of the Dwarf Lords? How could he—

Jaym tugged the chain hand over hand, reeling him in like a fish. Someone behind—Kal?—hit him across the back of the legs with a heavy blunt object, and Nameless fell to his knees. The guards released him, and Jaym dropped the chain, spat on him, and stood aside.

Nameless looked up, straight into the sardonic eyes of Throam Grago.

“Ah, the Nameless Dwarf,” Grago said. “A case for expedient action, if ever there was one.”

“We have already made extraordinary haste, Councilor Grago,” Old Moary said. He’d been a councilor as long as there’d been dwarves in Arx Gravis, or so it seemed. If the Council was cautious, Moary was positively scrupulous. And yet, it had been Old Moary who’d made the decision for the dwarves to leave the ravine.

“That’s what makes for such a fascinating dialectic,” a young councilor said. He was slight of frame, yet held himself with the stiffness of an old soldier, and his chin had a haughty tilt to it. No doubt born with a scarolite spoon in his mouth, or an axe haft up his nethers. “Thesis,” he nodded to Grago, “and antithesis.” Somebody groaned—Nameless was sure it was a councilor. “Distill the disparate threads, bind them together, intermesh them, and we arrive at—”

“Councilor, if you please,” Old Moary said.

Grago rolled his eyes. “For once we are in agreement, Moary. Now, do be a good boy, Garnil, and leave the grownups to do the talking.”

“Garnil?” Nameless said. “Nip Garnil, son of Tor?”

Garnil blanched. “You remember? Remember what you did to him? To my father?”

Nameless’s gut clenched. There’d been so many. It was all one bloody haze, one grizzly assortment of severed limbs, all of them just as nameless as he was. All of them faceless. All save for Thumil. Dear old Thumil and his beautiful daughter.

His eyes found Cordy glaring at him, as if she could burn him from existence with the strength of her hatred. The blood thickened in his veins, slowing to a torpid ooze. His heart beat a lagging tattoo.

“I never questioned what had happened to your name at the time,” she said in a voice like an icy flow. “Stupid really. We were both stupid—me and Thumil.”

Old Moary placed a hand on her shoulder.

Cordy faltered for a second and then pressed on.

“That’s not strictly true. Thumil and I talked about it once, shortly after you came back the second time. You see, he struggled with the idea that we’d all been friends for so long, and yet we didn’t know your name. We knew how you’d lost it, same as everyone did, but there was never any sense that you’d had a name in the first place. Shog knows what that philosopher did, but it wasn’t natural. It was like you’d never existed—as a person; never been anything but the Butcher and then the Corrector, and yet Thumil remembered you from the Ravine Guard, and I remembered you from the Ephebe, and at our wedd…” She shut her eyes and tensed, her fingers clenching and releasing. “Wedding. Take away a person’s name, though, and they become a thing, an object. That’s how everyone came to see you—no more than a plague that took away our loved ones, a blight on our society, a terrible storm that killed indiscriminately.

“Thumil saw that and felt it was wrong. He knew it was the axe’s doing, and he tirelessly defended you, saying you’d had no choice but to go after Lucius into Gehenna; that you were a victim, same as the rest of us. But look where that belief got him. Look where it got my Marla.”

Old Moary turned to Grago and gave a self-satisfied nod.

“He thought…” Cordy winced and swallowed. “He thought no evil, no magical force, could override the heart of his greatest friend. He thought… My Thumil thought the love of friends could win out against the wiles of the Demiurgos. You know how much he cherished the ancient scriptures that had been abandoned in disgrace since the time of Maldark the Fallen. You know how he turned to them for guidance. Well, if he’d lived to see where they’d led him, he’d have burned them. Burned them all to shog!”

Old Moary tried to pull her into a hug, but Cordy pushed him away.

“Some things can’t be forgiven,” she snarled at Nameless, jabbing a finger at his chest. “Some things shouldn’t!”

Nameless spoke through a cloud of cloying darkness. “I know.”

Cordy raised her fists and threw her head back, screaming at the night sky. “You don’t know! You don’t shogging know! You killed my baby. My sweet, sweet baby.”

Tears fell in torrents down her cheeks, soaked into her beard.

Grago stepped forward and held his hands up, looking out over the crowd. “Then, we’re all agreed? If there’s no forgiveness for his crimes, surely there can be only one—”

Gold streaked down into the canyon, arcing its way above the Council until it came to hover before Nameless, moonlight glinting from the double-bladed head of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

A gasp went up from the crowd, and off to the back somewhere, Stupid was singing, “A dwarf’s best friends are a hardy axe, a tavern to drink in, a foe to hack.” There was a sharp slap and he cried out and went quiet.

“Gods of Arnoch!” Grago said in hushed awe. “Gods of Arnoch, preserve us!”

The rattle of crossbows being raised was like a faraway distraction. Mouths gaped, eyes popped out of heads, and the thrum of fear rose palpably, as if Nameless could hear the pounding of hundreds of horrified hearts. Hearts that remembered. Hearts that knew what was to come.

He reached out his manacled hands, the chains connecting them to his ankles pulling taut with a clink. The inscription on the axe’s haft glinted and pulsed in the moonlight: Pax Nanorum. Peace of the Dwarves.

“Stand back,” a soldier said, taking a step toward Nameless with a shaky crossbow. It looked like he’d forgotten to cock the weapon.

Nameless’s hand paused a hair’s breadth from the axe’s haft. Warmth came off of it in waves. He could feel its yearning deep in his veins. It wanted him. It needed him.

“Don’t touch it!” another dwarf hissed. This time, the crossbow was primed and aimed at Nameless’s face. “Move and you’re dead.”

The axe twirled, gold sparking along its blades. The crowd drew in a collective breath as it readied for a chop.

No! Nameless tried to say, but his lips wouldn’t respond.

The axe faltered and spun from the soldier to Nameless and back again.

Numbness seeped into his limbs, started to set like concrete.

“No,” he mouthed silently, the fingers of his outstretched hands kneading the air, as if it were dough.

He ground his teeth, working his jaw until it cracked. His hands shook with the effort of trying to lower them. The chains clanked, and the axe responded, striking at one wrist, then the other in swift succession. Silver sparks flew, and the manacles fell away, the chains snaking to the ground. The axe made short work of his ankle bonds then flipped itself into his grasp. Golden fire streamed through his veins, burning away the paralysis.

A blur of movement caused Nameless to sway, and a beefy fist glanced from his temple. Jaym snarled and reached for the axe’s handle—but his fingers passed right through it.

“What the shog?” The baresark stepped back, eyes darting left and right, as if someone might tell him what had happened.

Nameless went with him, releasing the axe with one hand and crashing his elbow into Jaym’s nose. Blood sprayed and Jaym reeled away clutching his face. The twang of a crossbow made Nameless spin, the axe coming up of its own accord and deflecting the bolt with its blades. He raised it to fling it at the crossbowman, but then a blue-garbed figure stepped into his field of vision.

“That’s right, do it all again, you animal,” Cordy said in a voice full of sleet. “Slaughter the few of us that remain.”

Nameless tried to say something, but the unformed words stuck in his throat like half-chewed meat.

“Go on.” Cordy pushed up close. “Cut my head off, like you did Thumil’s. Stick it on a shogging spike, and while you’re at it, grab a baby so you can… So you can…” Her chin quivered as tears streaked down her cheeks.

She punched him full in the face. He rocked back but felt nothing. Nothing besides the bursting of his heart. “Come, on!” Cordy screamed. “Kill me, you evil shogger. Kill me!”

Nameless let go of the axe, but it just hung there in the air. He saw Jaym bend down and come up with his hammer, stride toward him. Somewhere in the crowd, a baby cried. He searched it out, finding a mother clutching a newborn to her breast. It looked just like Marla, squinty-eyed as it grizzled, the first downy growth of hair on its head and face. He wanted so badly to smile, but already the mother was hugging the child tighter and turning her back on him. 

The rest of the dwarves gawped at the axe with ashen faces. They looked horrified, but no one ran. They’d seen this all before—that was what it looked like to Nameless—seen it and despaired. Theirs were the faces of people who knew there was nothing they could do. How could he tell them, make them believe he meant no harm?

“Hearken to a fool!” Stupid shouted, slipping out from the crowd. “It’s the axe, but it’s not. Hearken! Arnoch’s real, and swimming like a kipper.”

Baffled looks passed through the onlookers, but Stupid had eyes only for Jaym. “That hammer-head’s made of stone. What’s your excuse?”

Jaym backhanded him out of the way and hefted his hammer. The axe flashed golden and split it in two. The baresark dropped it and threw his arms up to protect his face, but when he lowered them, his eyes were completely white, and froth was spilling from his mouth. His shoulders bunched up to his ears, and veins popped out along his neck. Lips curling back in a roar of rage and frustration, he charged, and the axe drew back to strike.

Nameless’s hand snapped out, wrenching it from the air, and Jaym sprang like a crazed gibuna.

Only, it wasn’t a spring: it was more of a tumble. He hit the ground hard and rolled.

Stupid stepped back with one hand covering his mouth.

“Oops,” he said. “It wasn’t me, it was my foot.”

“Scarolite,” Nameless croaked. He sought out Old Moary among the councilors. “A chest lined with scarolite.”

Old Moary’s rheumy eyes stared dully back, but then something sparkled within them.

“The Casket of the Law!” He snapped his fingers at a Red Cloak. “Fetch it.”

The crowd parted to let the soldier through, and Old Moary held up his hand for calm. “Stand down, everyone,” he said. “I think I know what he’s doing.”

Hardly a sound came from the onlookers. All Nameless could hear was the pounding of his heart and the ragged panting of Cordy’s breath. The axe squirmed and wriggled in his grasp, but he tightened his hold. He ran a finger along the edge of a blade, wincing as he drew blood. The effect was instantaneous: it was like waking from a deep, refreshing sleep. His mind cleared, his muscles swelled with anticipation, and the axe settled like a contented babe.

“You think you know what he’s doing?” Jaym climbed to his feet. He rolled his neck, and it gave an audible crack. His face was flushed as red as his hair, and pinprick pupils now sat at the center of his white eyes. “Well, let me show you what I’m gonna do.”

“A tap dance?” Nameless said, folding his arms across his chest, the axe resting between them. “A spot of crocheting?”

“Save the fooling for the fool,” Stupid said. “Your neck’s already two thirds in the noose. There’s no wit left here. The humor’s gone from the people of the ravine, but the last laugh’s on them. The Demiurgos loves a grumpy face and a joyless heart.”

Jaym advanced, his swollen thews threatening to burst through his tattooed skin. “I’m gonna bust you up, Butcher. I’m gonna pulp your shogging head, break your bones, rip out your stinking—”

“Jaym!” Grago snapped, like he was correcting a dog. “Down!”

Jaym swayed and shot a look back at him.

“Here, baresark!” Grago said with a click of his fingers.

With drooping shoulders and lowered head, Jaym trudged over to stand with the councilor. Grago whispered in his ear, slitty eyes flicking over the rest of the Council, taking in the closest soldiers. A handful nodded almost imperceptibly, Kal among them. They may have been letting Grago know they were keeping an eye on Jaym, but Nameless had a nagging feeling tugging away at his guts. Jaym seemed satisfied with whatever Grago had told him and turned to glare at Nameless. There was no trace of humiliation about him. If anything, he was gloating.

Nameless narrowed his eyes, determined not to let the baresark stare him out. He didn’t have to wait long, though, as Jaym suddenly pitched over backward, his body racked with spasms.

A gasp rolled through the crowd, and there were angry calls of “Cursed.” Fingers pointed at the axe.

“Give him space,” Weasel shouted as he rushed to Jaym’s side. “Go on, clear the decks.”

He knelt behind the baresark’s head and placed his knees either side to support it.

“Happens all the time, whenever he gets angry. Show’s over, folks, unless you wanna see a grown dwarf piss his pants, and believe you me, you don’t want him finding out, if you do.”

The councilors shuffled forward, obscuring Jaym and Weasel from Nameless’s view, and at the same time, the Red Cloak returned bearing an intricately carved casket of green-flecked scarolite. He placed it at the feet of Old Moary, who raised his hands until he had the crowd’s attention.

“You all know what this is.” He opened the lid and lifted out two stone tablets inscribed with swirling letters.

Nameless had only seen paper copies before, in his brother’s study. The script was the same as that on his axe: Old Dwarven.

“The Tablets of the Law,” Old Moary said. “The statutes of Arx Gravis that have guided us since the Great Betrayal, since Maldark the Fallen led us to the brink of destruction.”

“Aye, but that’s not the half of it, you dour-faced ingrates,” Stupid muttered.

Someone hissed at that. The dwarves had never forgiven Maldark.

Old Moary suddenly looked flustered, turning this way and that, as if he had no idea what to do with the tablets now he’d removed them from their traditional resting place.

“Allow me,” Grago said, taking them from him and holding them at arm’s length, like he might have done someone else’s soiled laundry. He caught the attention of a Red Cloak and practically slung them into the man’s arms. “Stick them in a sack or something, won’t you.”

Old Moary’s eyes widened. “Be careful, for goodness’ sake.”

Grago shook his head and folded his arms over his chest. “Now what?”

“Well,” Old Moary said, licking his lips. “I think he’s going to—”

Nameless went down on one knee and tenderly placed the axe inside the casket. “Sorry, lassie,” he said as he closed the lid. “I know you’re just trying to help.” He wanted to tell her he’d be back to get her, but he was never much for lying.

He went to stand but swayed and would have fallen, had Stupid not caught him by the arm.

“Fools like to rush in where sane folk balk. They stand on the brink and often fall over the edge; they put their trust in the fickle, lay down the source of their strength, and place themselves at the mercy of those who have none.” He helped Nameless to stand. “But the gods of Arnoch love a good fool.”

Nameless’s restored energy left him like wine draining from a perforated costrel. His limbs grew flaccid, his body sagging, until only some dimly-remembered sense of balance kept him standing. He felt as though half his heart had been stolen from him.

Grago clapped his hands, and a couple of Red Cloaks carried the casket to one of the unfinished stone shelters.

“There,” Old Moary said. “Like I was saying. He means us no harm, that much is clear.”

“The only thing that’s clear here, Councilor, is that there’s no need for a trial,” Grago said. “We all know he’s guilty, and we all know what happened last time some among us failed to take the appropriate action.”

Nameless looked up at that. Looked up and glared at Grago. The councilor glared back, his eyes narrowing to dark slits.

“Are you saying Councilor Thumil should not have—” Nip Garnil started.

“Indeed, I am,” Grago said, raising his voice so that the crowd could hear. “If it hadn’t been for his misplaced liberalism, we might still be in Arx Gravis. We might still number in the thousands, rather than a paltry five-hundred.”

Cordy doubled over, as if stabbed in the stomach.

Nameless wanted to go to her but knew he was the last person she’d want offering her comfort.

“Oh, I know he meant well.” Grago softened his voice and spoke directly to Cordy. “But we have our traditions for a reason. A very good reason. We dwarves have shown ourselves vulnerable to deception, and it is only the law that shields us from further error. That’s the way it’s been since Maldark, and that’s the way it must always be.”

It was hard to interpret the look on Cordy’s face. It could have been suppressed anger, but it could equally have been acknowledgement of her husband’s misjudgment, and by association, her own.

Old Moary coughed and flapped his hand around until someone thought to give him a tankard frothing with ale. He took a swig and found his voice.

“Bad form, Councilor Grago. Bad form indeed to speak so of the deceased, especially in front of Councilor Thumil’s widow.”

The other councilors grunted their agreement, but Grago merely waved away their objections.

“Tell that to the survivors who lost husbands, wives, and children. Why, we’ve all heard how Councilor Cordana grieves the loss of her babe, and she has my heartfelt sympathy, but does that not tell us something? If I were to adopt the bad form you speak of, Councilor Moary, I would ask Councilor Cordana what she would do if time could be turned back to the end of the first massacre. Would she support her husband’s stance, knowing what she does now?”

Nameless’s heart had slowed to a sporadic thump, but it almost stopped beating altogether as he waited for Cordy’s response.

A hush settled over the proceedings and all eyes turned upon her.

“My Thumil was… was a great man.”

A chorus of “ayes” passed along the crowd. All the councilors nodded, except for Grago. Jaym pushed back through them to stand at his side, britches stained with damp. Most of the color had drained from his face.

“No one’s disputing his greatness, my dear,” Grago said. “What I am questioning is his wisdom as it relates to this specific incident. We all know of your husband’s ideals, his spiritual leanings, and many of us can see the goodness that gave them birth.”

More nods of agreement.

“But,”—Grago held up a finger and showed it to all sides of the crowd as if he were charming a snake—“would you place his ideals above the consequences we have witnessed?”

Nameless lowered his head. He knew how he’d answer the question, and he had no right to expect anything more from Cordy. When it came down to it, it didn’t really matter whether it was Nameless or the axe that was responsible. Whether it was nature or the malice of the Demiurgos and his offspring, the homunculi. People had been slaughtered in their thousands. A child among them. Cordy’s baby.

“No,” Cordy said. “No, I would not.”

A chill blew beneath Nameless’s skin, sank deep into his marrow. It was what he’d expected. It was what he’d wanted.

Grago turned his palms up and raised his eyebrows. “So, what’s left to discuss?”

Old Moary coughed and spluttered, took another gulp of ale. “Plenty, Councilor Grago. Plenty. Why, there’s the statutes, the traditions, which you yourself said there is a good reason for.”

Grago shook his head and wagged his finger. “No, no, no, Councilor Moary, you miss my point. It is because our traditions were flaunted that we find ourselves in this quandary. ‘Action begets more action’, did not the Law Fathers say? If this Nameless Dwarf had not acted outside of the law and retrieved the black axe, if we had not permitted the philosopher to hold him rather than destroy him, if Thumil had not extended clemency, when the appropriate response should have been execution, then we would not now be forced to act against our nature.”

Stupid hopped from foot to foot. “Nature gifted, nurture perverse.”

“Be silent, fool,” Grago said.

“Fools are always silent to the dunce without ears to hear.”

Jaym growled, and Stupid backed away, kowtowing like he was leaving the court of a king.

“There is still much to debate,” red-faced Councilor Bley said.

“To what end?” Grago said. “Should we prattle on until he hacks the heads from our shoulders? Sticks them on spikes? Enough, I say. Enough. It’s time we cast aside antiquated laws and acted to save our people.”

The crowd cheered its support, and the councilors turned to one another in hushed debate.

All except Cordy. She just stood there, ghostly and broken. Stood there with her gaze locked on Nameless. He looked deep into her doleful eyes and knew what she expected of him. What he expected of himself.

“Councilor Grago is right,” Nameless said. “The time for talking is past. Every dwarf here knows my guilt, and I do not deny it. Don’t waste your time on a trial, when the outcome is already obvious.”

Grago smiled. “Good. Good advice. You see, there is a sliver of redemption, but I’m sure you all agree, it can never be enough.”

Nameless’s limbs hardened into stone. “No,” he muttered. “It can’t.”

“Councilor Cordana?” Grago said. “Do you agree?”

Her eyes brimming with tears, her fists shaking at her sides, she answered, “Yes.”

Grago nodded, and hands grabbed Nameless.

“But,” Old Moary said. “But…”

“Councilor, Councilor,” Grago said. “Let’s not be insensitive to the lady’s grief. What was it you were saying about bad form?”

Old Moary’s mouth hung open, nothing but dribble coming out.

“Corporal Gray,” Grago said.

Kal stepped forward and saluted.

“I want the prisoner chained to the far wall of the ravine. Not too near the shelters, mind.” Grago ran his eyes along the line of his fellow councilors, daring them to contradict him. None did. “Oh, and Corporal.”

“Councilor?”

“Tell the sappers their skills are required.”

Kal frowned at that and glanced at Nameless. “Sappers, Councilor?”

“I think you know what for, Corporal. Thank you.”

Nameless knew, the same as the rest of the dwarves must have known. Not that anyone living had seen such punishment enacted. It was a throwback to an earlier, much harsher age. Not that Nameless was worried. If anything it was rather fitting. His name had already been erased from history, and now his body was about to be blown apart, the remains buried beneath an avalanche of rock.

“With me,” Kal said to the dwarves holding Nameless.

Jaym started to follow, but Grago restrained him with a hand on the shoulder.

“I would have beat you,” Jaym said as Nameless was led away. “You hear me, Butcher? I had you beat.”

“About the hammer,” Nameless said, trying desperately to inject some humor into his voice but finding only a lifeless monotone. “Sorry. Old Paxy gets a bit overprotective at times.”

“Paxy?” Jaym grunted, frowning so much his face looked ready to implode.

“Don’t think too hard,” Stupid said with a hop and a skip. “It’s not good for you.”

The crowd drew back to let Nameless and the Red Cloaks holding him through. Some of them whispered, some averted their eyes.

“Hey, Butcher,” a man called.

The Red Cloaks paused beside a dwarf propped up on a stretcher. 

Nameless’s mind was a torpid daze. Hadn’t he seen the fellow at the lake? He was sure Nils had called his name but couldn’t for the life of him remember it.

“I’m sorry?”

“Yeah, me too. Sorry you ever lived. Shog knows what that lad sees in you.”

“Lad?”

“That’s what I said. The boy back at the forest.”

“You mean Nils?” A pang of regret passed through Nameless’s gut. He’d led the boy all the way out here and then left him to fend for himself.

“That’s him. Good kid, and a damn sight better off with you out of the way.”

Nameless turned his eyes on the pale face of Raphoe. Its eerie glow lent a touch of madness to the proceedings. It brought Silas to mind. Another failure. How could Nameless keep him from the path he’d chosen, if it was all to end here? He looked down at the dwarf on the stretcher. “I’m inclined to agree with you…”

“Cairn. Cairn Sternfist. I would have told you to remember it, but there’s not much point.”

The Red Cloaks pulled Nameless away and led him to the face of the cliff. He was roughly spreadeagled, his chains fixed to iron pitons in the rock. One of the Red Cloaks slapped him on the cheek.

“Cheer up, mate, it’ll all be over in a flash.”

“Nice one, Toan,” the other said. “In a flash. Like it.”

A dozen retorts swilled about at the bottom of Nameless’s mind, but the only thing that rose to the surface was another regret, this time for Ilesa.

Shog, he missed her. Missed her feistiness, missed her dry wit; but most of all, he missed her touch. For one brief moment, back on that new-formed isle with the serpent patrolling the lake, she’d made him feel like a dwarf again.

Too late for regrets, he told himself. Way too late. He was ready for this, ready to go into the dark one last time.

As if in response to his deepest yearnings, a squad of sappers approached, some carrying picks, hammers, and chisels, others cradling clinking sacks. They set their loads down at Nameless’s feet. While four of them began to cut into the rock face at various points around his body, an old-timer unpacked glass vials from the sacks. They were sealed with corks through which a length of wire poked, and each was filled with black powder.

Nameless licked his lips. He’d ordered their use in the siege of New Londdyr.

“Sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter,” Stupid said gleefully, clapping his hands like an excited child. “Lots and lots of it! Enough to bring a ton of rock down on your nonce.”

“For a fool,” Nameless said, “you certainly have a knack for speaking the truth.”







NILS







Nils weren’t happy with the state of play down in the canyon below. Nameless was chained to the far wall, and there were dwarves chipping away at the rock face all around him.

“Why ain’t he doing nothing? He could have had them back there. What’s he have to go give the axe away for?”

Silas peered over his shoulder. “Can’t see. It’s all a blur from this distance.”

Not to Nils it weren’t. He’d always had good eyes, ever since he was a kid. Mom said he could spot a brass dupondii from a mile away. She’d been half right about that. Fat lot of good it did him, though. Dad always claimed it was his; said he must’ve dropped it last time he passed that way.

It was an odd feeling staring down at the dwarven settlement. Raphoe was low on the horizon, bathing the canyon floor with shifting silver and giving it the look of a ghostly river. Nils had never before seen a moon from this vantage point. It made him think of the time he’d climbed up on a chair to look at Dad’s bald patch. He’d got a clout for it, but it had been worth it for the laugh.

The night air was cool and crisp. He would have called it clean, but for the lingering whiff of peat in his nostrils. Still, the chances of the bog monster chasing them all the way up here were pretty slim, he reckoned. Last they’d seen of it, the thing was bubbling back into the sod of the moors.

He got on his belly and looked down the sheer canyon wall. He felt his guts lurch, and his vision blurred until he squinted half a dozen times.

There was a dwarf with a crossbow on a ledge about thirty feet below. There were others lower down, spread out along the side of the canyon at various heights. The far wall was clear. In fact, the only activity there was from the dwarves hammering away at the rock around Nameless. Every now and again a gray-haired dwarf would pass one of them something that glinted in the moonlight, and they’d poke it into a hole. Some crazy looking beggar in patchwork clothes and a silly hat was dancing a daft jig as they worked. Soldiers were organizing the rest of the dwarves into well-ordered rows off to the right and on Nils’s side of the canyon. A bunch of white-robed politician-types had the choicest positions at the front.

“Why do you suppose that lot are standing so far…” Nils answered his own question before he’d finished asking Silas. He suddenly knew what the dwarves working the rock face around Nameless were up to. “Shog me for a silly shogger. They’re sappers, ain’t they?”

“How should I know?” Silas said. “I can’t see, for the hundredth time.”

Nils was sure of it. He’d seen dwarven sappers at work before, on the walls of New Londdyr. How could he have been so stupid? That’s why they were cutting holes into the rock face. They were filling them with explosives.

He craned his neck to speak to Silas and gagged. He’d not noticed before, but the wizard stank like crap. You’d think with all that magic, he’d be able to rustle up a hot bath and some perfume.

“Shog, Silas. You seriously need a wash.”

Silas made a show of sniffing his armpits. “Think that’s the pot calling the kettle black. After all, you’re the one who keeps getting covered in shit. Are you quite certain you cleaned up properly after the zombies?”

“Funny,” Nils said. “And I thought it was because you were an asshole. Anyhow, listen. I got an ocean they’re gonna blow up that rock face.”

“You’ve got a what?”

“You know. I got the term from you.”

Silas rolled his eyes and sighed. “Notion, you nitwit. You’ve got a notion.”

“That’s what I said.”

Nils crawled round so his feet dangled over the edge.

“What the blazes are you doing?” Silas said.

“Rescuing Nameless, like we should have done already.” Though he hadn’t the foggiest how he was gonna do it. “They’re going to bring that side of the canyon down on him.”

“Blow it up?” Silas said. “But that’s idiotic.”

“Idiotic or not, looks like they mean to do it. I ain’t waiting no longer.”

Nils felt around with the toe of his boot until he found a crevice. He started to lower himself, but Silas put a restraining hand on his arm.

“Not like this,” he said. “Get back up here.”

“But—”

Silas’s eyes flared red. The irises swirled.

Nils was overcome with giddiness. His limbs took on a life of their own and made him climb back up top.

“I am prepared,” Silas said, “for every eventuality.”

He held his palms toward Nils, closed his eyes, and began a low chant. The air shimmered, and the ground shifted.

Nils looked down, and his breath caught in his throat. It wasn’t the ground moving, he realized, it was his feet disappearing and the ground beneath showing through.

“What…? How…?”

“Invisibility.” Silas stepped back. “Now, go on ahead of me, get past the guards, and see if you can free Nameless. I won’t be far behind.”

“Nice plan, brain box, only there’s one problem,” Nils said. “Same one I had when you stopped me just now.” He crept up close as silently as he could.

“What?” Silas said. He hadn’t noticed the movement. He was still looking at the spot Nils had last spoken from.

Nils filled his lungs and shouted, “How we gonna get the chains off?”

Silas squealed and threw his hands up. “Don’t do that. You scared the living shog out of me. And what if they heard you?”

Nils hadn’t thought of that. He slipped back to the edge and had a look. “Nah, they didn’t hear nothing.”

“No thanks to you. It never ceases to astonish me how—”

“Well?” Nils said.

Silas scratched his head then rubbed his chin. “You’re the son of the guildmaster of the Night Hawks. You tell me.”

Nils was taken aback by that. Yes, he was Buck Fargin’s son, but he hadn’t given thieving too much thought of late. Anyhow, he’d been more for climbing and burgling. Lock picking was another thing entirely.

“I don’t shogging know. Ain’t escap… escap… getting out of things more your line of work? You know, conjuring.”

“I am not a prestidigitator!” Silas let out an exasperated sigh and spun round, as if he expected to find the answer behind him in the darkness. 

Something squelched, and then a colossal dark mass burst up from the ground and smothered him.

“Gurrgh!” he spluttered. “Gurrrr…”

He was silenced by a slurping, belching, fart of a noise.

“Silas?” Nils cried. “Silas?”

An oozing mound of dung shivered and shook, shuffling first one way then the other, as if trying to locate the source of the noise. That was all the incentive Nils needed to shut up. He only hoped the peat-monster, or whatever it was, couldn’t hear the thunderous pounding of his heart.

Times like this, he knew exactly what his dad would have done, and truth be told, he plain felt like scarpering himself. Only, he couldn’t. Not after the way he’d abandoned Silas to the Ant-Man. Nameless, too, in a way.

It was the bloody Liber Via, making him feel guilty, that’s what it was. The more Silas learned him, the more he read those weird scriptures, the worse he got.

That, and Nameless. He’d seen the dwarf risk himself for others who didn’t even deserve it, time and time again.

Get a grip, Nils Fargin, he told himself. A Night Hawk’s got no need for guilt, and the graveyards are full of wannabe heroes.

But that was Buck Fargin talking, and Nils weren’t nothing like his shogging dad. Not no more.

His sword was in his hand and swinging down at the reeking pile of muck before he had chance to think. Shite splashed his face, and the blade was held fast by living peat. The more Nils pulled, the harder the mass sucked, until the sword was ripped from his grasp.

A brown tendril curled around his boot, started to work its way up his ankle. Every instinct screamed at him to run, but all he could think of was Silas buried beneath all that rotting crap. If Nils didn’t get him out, and get him out soon—

The top of the mound exploded, and a fist punched its way free. Only, it wasn’t Silas’s fist, it was the creepy magical hand. It scuttled clear of the opening it had made, dragging behind it the satchel containing Silas’s book. Shite slid away from the sides of the hole, and Silas’s face emerged, coughing and gasping for air. His nose and mouth were clogged with peat, his hair plastered to his scalp. The mound belched and sucked and gurgled. Silas vomited brown ooze and began to sink back down. Throwing caution to the wind, Nils launched himself up the side of the pile and grabbed a handful of the wizard’s hair.

“Hold on, Silas,” he cried. “Hold on. I’m gonna get you out of there.”

Fine words, and from the heart, but Nils was buggered if he knew how. Already, he was slipping, and the more he tried to find purchase with his boots, the more caked in muck they became.

He felt suction around one of his calves, and then, with a slurp, the creature had drawn his leg into itself, all the way up to the knee. The pressure was agonizing, but with a twist of his torso, Nils was able to keep hold of Silas’s hair.

The magical hand tugged the grimoire from its bag and frantically flicked through the pages before pushing the open book in front of Silas’s squirming face.

Nils saw what it was trying to do and threw all his remaining strength into freeing his leg from the bog-creature and launching himself upward. He splashed about in the slime at the top, dug into it with one hand, and tugged Silas’s head upright with the other.

The wizard spat sludge from his mouth and blinked his eyes into focus. His lips formed the shapes of the words he read on the page—harsh guttural sounds that Nils didn’t recognize. Words that probably shouldn’t be spoken this side of the Abyss.

No sooner had Silas uttered the last syllable, than the mound spasmed and stilled.

The dung covering Nils’s hand hardened, and all over, the creature was drying at an impossible rate.

Silas’s eyes bulged from his head, which looked ready to explode, and then a crack split the casing of dried peat holding him. Hairline fractures spread across the entire surface, and then the whole thing collapsed into a pile of dust. 

Nils hung in midair for a split second then slammed into the hard earth with Silas on top of him.

The wizard wheezed as he gulped down air.

Nils pushed him off and got to his feet. Where the peat had touched him, he was outlined in brown, but other than that, he was still see-through. Thankfully, the shite on his clothes had turned to dust, too, and in a matter of moments, he’d brushed himself clean. Still stank like a blocked latrine, but it could’ve been a whole lot worse.

The magical hand scuttled over to Silas and started flicking him on the nose with its forefinger. Silas muttered and groaned, batted it aside, and sat up.

“I’m dying, I’m dying, I’m dying,” he said, examining his chest and belly with his hands.

“You’ll be fine,” Nils said. “It’s Nameless who’s dying, remember?”

Silas rolled to his knees then stood. He seemed momentarily baffled by Nils’s voice coming from thin air. “Nameless! Yes, we must save him.” A strange look passed across his face, and his eyes flared into focus. He bent down to put the book back in its satchel. “But the chains. We still don’t—”

The hand scurried up his trouser leg and started to unbuckle his belt.

“What the blazes are you doing?” Silas yelped. “Get off!”

He took a swipe at it, but it dodged the blow and crawled up to his chest, where it began to unbutton his shirt.

“Think it likes you,” Nils said, suppressing a giggle.

The hand flopped to the ground and started on Silas’s bootlaces.

“Wait,” Silas said. “I think it’s trying to tell me something.”

“That’s what I said.”

Silas reached down and picked up the hand, holding it in front of his face. “No, you cretin. I think it’s telling me it can help free Nameless. Am I right?”

The hand curled into a fist and stuck its thumb up.

“Go on, my friend,” Silas said as he placed it on the edge of the canyon. “Show our disappointing little Night Hawk how it’s done.”

It sped down the cliff face with the agility of a spider.

“Whatever people might say about Blightey’s black magic,” Silas said, “you can’t deny its efficacy.”

“Yeah,” Nils said. “It’s real handy, but what are we supposed to do in the meantime?”

Silas looked down at the scene below. “Follow the hand. Get close to Nameless, and tell him what to expect.”

“Which is what?” Nils asked, lowering himself over the edge and starting to climb down.

Silas looked straight through him, a thin-lipped smile splitting his face like a gash. His eyes were tinged with red, almost as if they were bleeding.

“Prepare to be amazed.”




NAMELESS







“You farted?” one of the sappers asked.

“Shut up,” another said. “You’re the one who drinks Ironbelly’s, you flatulent fat shogger.”

Nameless forced open an eye. He must have drifted off, what with all the excitement. Not that he felt it any. The depression had snuck back in while he slept, and made rousing himself as torturous as getting up on a wintry morning after a drinking contest.

He tried to lift his head but couldn’t. Every muscle was as rigid as stone. The unforgiving coldness of the rock face pressed into his back. He couldn’t get comfortable. His arms were above his head but wouldn’t respond when he willed them to move. Thin and ragged heartbeats sloshed between his ears, a distant reminder that he was alive. His mind was a silted-up lake, each and every thought a twitching fish, slowly suffocating.

Dimly, he became aware of a stinging sensation coming from his wrists, where the manacles had bitten into the flesh. Must have been what stirred him. Pain always did that. Usually, he was grateful for the release, but not this time. He’d sooner have fallen back asleep, never again to wake up.

“Something stinky this way comes,” Stupid chanted over and over. “No matter the light, like a thief in the night.”

“Clear off, idiot,” the first sapper said. “Unless you want an early grave beneath a mountain of rock.”

“’Tis another snare this fool fears, one far graver than the grave.”

The sappers moved away from Nameless and began to pack up their tools. The remaining glass vials were carefully returned to their sack.

“Right, lads,” the old-timer said as he unreeled some fuse wire, “if you’re done, I’ll get him rigged.”

He began fiddling around in a hole by Nameless’s ankle. “Nicely packed, lads. Perfick depth.”

“Only the best for this shogger,” someone growled. “See you back at the shelter, Targ. What you having? Pint of Ironbelly’s?”

“Shog off!”

Nameless felt the blood starting to flow again. He lifted his head to watch the sappers meandering back toward the crowd.

Stupid was pinching his nose shut and fanning the air with his free hand. He hopped in little circles, as if searching the moonlit canyon for some lurking danger.

“Shame to see a dwarf go down this way,” Targ said as he poked an end of fuse wire in the hole next to Nameless’s shoulder. “Remember you as a babe, I do. Remember your old pa bringing you and your brother up singlehandedly after your ma… you know.”

Nameless nodded. The thought of her cut him right to the marrow, even though he’d never laid eyes on her. Perhaps that was why.

“Back afore you was born,” Targ said, “I saw her clobber scores of those goblins that attacked the ravine. Strong woman, Yyalla. Indomitable. I’d like to see the bloke that could take her down.”

“Well, here he is,” Nameless said.

Targ looked him right in the eye. “Don’t you go saying that, son. You’ve got a lot of blood on your hands. Hell of a lot, but you ain’t responsible for her death. Gods of Arnoch, it was your ma’s choice. You or her was all they could save, and she chose you. Least, that’s the way your pa told it.”

She’d died during childbirth. A life for a life, Pa used to say. It was what she’d wanted. If she could have seen the consequences for the dwarves of Arx Gravis, would she have still made the same choice?

“Droom—your pa—told me he pulled you out with his own hands, right after the surgeon made the cut. Your pa was a chipper bloke. Worked the mines together for years, we did. Right there with him, I was, when the gallery collapsed. Some of us was lucky, I suppose. Some wasn’t.”

“Thank you,” Nameless said.

“For what?”

“Remembering.”

“Never forget a mate,” Targ said. “But the thing that gets me, is how I managed to forget the name of my mate’s son.”

“Magic,” Nameless said. That, or something even more incomprehensible. Almost everything he’d forgotten when the scarolite helm had severed his link with the black axe had come back with time, even things he’d sooner have consigned to oblivion. That’s what the bald bastard Aristodeus said would happen. The memory loss was a side effect, apparently, but the taking of his name was an altogether different matter. It was as deliberate and precise as the cut of a surgeon’s scalpel.

“Shog magic,” Targ said. “Dwarf’s name is a dwarf’s name till the day he dies, I reckon. Not saying the Council’s wrong, mind. Crimes like yours have to be punished. Have to. But that ain’t no reason to take your name. Family name’s still good, though. Least they never took that from you.”

“That’s gone, too,” Nameless said.

“Don’t be daft,” Targ said. “It’s… It’s… Shog me for an ale-swilling plonker. It’s on the tip of my tongue. “It’s… No, don’t tell me. It’s…”

“I told you, it’s gone,” Nameless said. In another generation, no one would remember Droom, Yyalla, or Lucius, and their ancestors would now pass into obscurity.

Targ opened his mouth to protest but then dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry, son. Truly sorry.” He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Listen, the boys might be a bunch of drunken sots, but they’ve packed these here holes perfick like. Give me a minute, and I’ll rig this rock face to blow so’s you don’t feel a thing. It’s not a lot, I know, but it’s the best I can offer. Reckon I owe old Droom that much.”

Targ finished up and braided the fuse ends into one, then connected them to a spindle of wire beneath a plunger. He gave Nameless a nod and backed away, unreeling the wire as he went.

Something scuttled over Nameless’s boot and clanked the chain holding his ankle. He started, and looked down to see a hand—a disembodied hand—fiddling with the bolt fastening his manacle.

“Out of the frying pan,” Stupid said. “The enemy is prowling round like a roaring dragon!”

The shackle fell away, and the hand set to work on his other ankle.

There was a rustle of movement to the right, hot breath on his ear, and then a whisper.

“The axe, where’d they take it?”

“Nils?” A strange thrill ran through Nameless’s blood. He was ready to die, so ready, and yet… He frowned and shook his head. There was no one there. Nothing but silvery moonlight reflecting off the canyon wall.

“The thief in the night,” Stupid said. “Nothing good ever comes from bad seeds.”

“Invisible,” Nils said. “So I could get down here. We’re gonna save you, Nameless. Don’t you worry. Hurry now, where’s the axe?”

“Follow me, and I’ll show you,” Stupid said. “An Immortal with no axe is mortal indeed.”

“Watch out for Silas,” Nils said, and then his footsteps moved away.

The hand freed Nameless’s wrist bonds, but he kept his arms raised, holding onto the chains.

“I don’t want this,” he hissed after Nils.

The hand dropped at his feet, flipped onto its back, and beckoned him with a finger. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up—a feeling he’d not had since… since Verusia.

A flaming skull flashed behind his eyes. The skull of Otto Blightey.

For an instant, he felt again the futility of opposing the Lich Lord. If it hadn’t been for Shadrak and his never-full bag, none of them would have returned from the snow-dusted forests. At best, Wolfmalen castle would have been their tomb. At worst, they’d have each been impaled, and left gasping for days.

“Silas,” he muttered under his breath. “What have you done?”

His boot sent the hand spinning through the air. The instant it hit the ground, it tapped out an angry dance then gave the crowd a wide berth as it scuttled after Stupid and the invisible Nils.

Soldiers pushed through to the front of the crowd and began to usher the onlookers toward the shelters.

Grago was engaged in discussion with Targ, who was crouched over the detonator, checking connections. The councilor pointed to Nameless and then turned to look at the crowd, talking all the while.

Targ produced a ball of string, handed the end to a Red Cloak, then backed toward Nameless, stopping every once in a while to hold the string between thumb and forefinger and call out measurements. Grago nodded each time he did so, but looked decidedly unimpressed. Before Targ had made it halfway to Nameless, the councilor called him back, wringing his hands.

Apparently, they were good to go.

The rest of the Council assembled in front of the crowd, some of them turning to shake hands and exchange words. Targ rewound his string and went to take up a position over the detonator.

Grago raised his hand for silence, facing the other eleven councilors, as if he lorded it over them. Nameless couldn’t hear what he said, but it hardly mattered. What was more worrying was the way Jaym sidled up to Grago’s right, watched attentively by a mixed group of baresarks and Red Cloaks. 

Unless the butchery at Arx Gravis had changed dwarven society radically, something was amiss. Pariahs like Jaym and his crew were the scum of the ravine city. There’s no way they should be tolerated by a councilor, never mind stand shoulder to shoulder with one.

The top of Stupid’s hat could be seen bobbing about at the back of the crowd, its single bell glinting in the moonlight. It weaved in and out of the spectators, until the fool emerged at the front, moving his hands like a puppeteer and apparently making the Casket of the Law float alongside him. One of the guards blocked his passage with a spear, but Stupid held up a finger and then whipped a bunch of flowers out of his sleeve.

The casket was halfway across the canyon floor before a shout went up, and everyone turned from Stupid to gawp at the ghostly spectacle.

At a word from Grago, Jaym and his goons gave chase. A crossbow bolt threw up a puff of dust as it thwacked into the ground, and the chest tumbled end over end. Nils winked into existence behind it, rubbing his knee, where the leg of his britches had torn. More bolts whizzed past him, causing him to screech and roll out of the way.

Nameless wanted so much to let go of the chains and go to the aid of his friend, but his body wouldn’t respond. He focused on the pain in his wrists, from where the manacles had cut him, but it wasn’t enough.

He heard Grago shout something, saw the councilor raise his hand and lower it. Targ pressed down the plunger, and Nameless shut his eyes…

When he opened them again, Nils was back on his feet and reaching for the chest. A scream went up from the crowd as Targ backed away from the detonator.

“A spider!” someone shouted. “It’s got the fuse wire.”

“Ain’t no spider,” Targ called back. “It’s a shogging hand!”

The hand scarpered past Nils and threw open the lid of the casket. It scuttled over to Nameless, tapped on his boot, and then sped back again.

Nils bent to lift the casket but recoiled as an arrow ricocheted from it. Jaym grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and forced him to his knees. One of the other baresarks picked up the casket, but dropped it when the hand ran up his trouser leg. The others steadily advanced on Nameless, apparently intending to finish off what Targ’s explosives had failed to do. Eight hard-looking bastards,  some Red Cloaks, some baresarks riddled with piercings and tattoos.

Nameless tried to summon rage, tried to find any emotion to stir him from his stupor. It wasn’t himself he cared about, it was Nils. Nils and everyone else he’d ever let down.

The baresarks and Red Cloaks seemed to sense his impotence and quickened their pace, murderous looks in their eyes. One of them jumped back as the hand shot between them, launching itself at Nameless and punching him in the fruits.

“Shog!” Nameless squealed. “Shoooooooogg!” He let go of the chains, cricked his neck, and ground his fist into his palm. “Oh, yes,” he said, shuffling from foot to foot, bobbing and weaving. “It’s shogging time.”

Nameless sidestepped a thrust from a Red Cloak and cracked him on the jaw with a sledgehammer blow. He swayed out of the path of a whistling blade and let rip with a flurry of jabs and crosses that had his assailant’s head bouncing back and forth until his knees buckled, and he hit the ground like a drunkard. No shame in that.

Strong arms wrapped around him from behind. He stamped down on a foot, cracked his head back into a nose, and the arms slid free.

“On your belly, or the boy dies!” Jaym growled from behind the five goons still standing. He had one thick forearm around Nils’s neck, and held a chunk of rock above him.

“You think I’m presenting my rump to you, you’ve got another thing coming,” Nameless said. “Rumor has it, you’d rut with a goat, if it would stand still long enough.”

Froth bubbled from Jaym’s mouth, and his eyes rolled up into his head. He teetered, and Nils twisted free, kicking him in the kneecap. Snatching his sword up, the lad ran straight at the dwarves between him and Nameless.

“No!” Nameless cried.

Two of the goons turned to face Nils. The other three closed in on Nameless.

Nils made a wild swing. An axe came up, and his sword went spinning into the air.

Nameless had no choice, and charged, but in the instant he moved, a flash of gold sped above the heads of the goons and slapped itself into his palm.

“Paxy! Did you miss me?”

The dwarves faltered. Even the pair attacking Nils backed away.

“He’s got the axe!” one of them shouted back toward the shelters. “Crossbows! We need support.”

An quarrel thudded into the dirt from on high, but the range was off. Two rows of a dozen crossbowmen pushed through the crowd. Those in front fired. 

Nameless threw Nils to the ground and spun the axe in a glittering arc. It pulsed and whirred in his grip, the blades merely a blur. Bolt after bolt shattered on impact. The five remaining goons started to charge, thought better of it, and backed toward the crowd.

Nameless advanced, the axe still whirling like a manic windmill as the second rank of crossbows fired. Once more, not a single quarrel made it past Paxy’s blades.

“Come here, you shogger!” Jaym bellowed as he lurched forward, one leg dragging the ground from where Nils had kicked him. “I’m gonna shove that fancy axe so far up your—”

“Jaym!” Grago snapped, striding toward him. “Heel!”

The baresark stopped in his tracks. His shoulders sagged, and his face wrinkled up like a chastened child’s. “What? What is it now?”

“Hold your fire,” Grago called to the crossbowmen. “Clearly, it’s a waste of time.”

Jaym turned his palms up. “That’s why I was—”

“You’d be dead before you pissed your britches again,” Grago said.

Jaym threw his head back and roared.

“Not in a fair fight, of course,” Grago added, taking a step back. “But it’s hardly fair when he’s wielding that cursed weapon.”

Nameless lowered the axe head to the ground and leaned on the haft. “In case you’ve not noticed, the evil axe was black. Now, unless I’m as blind as a ravine bat, this one is most definitely golden.”

“What matter the color? Power like that corrupts. Especially in the hands of a murderer like you,” Grago said.

Cordy came forward, face ashen, eyes wide and staring. A fine tremor ran beneath her dress as she met Nameless’s gaze. It wasn’t loathing he saw there, or even condemnation. It was fear, plain and simple.

“I already gave it up to you,” Nameless said, his voice so low he couldn’t be sure she heard him. “And will do again, so long as you let the boy go.”

“I can fight my own battles,” Nils said, picking his sword up and slamming it in the scabbard.

“I know, laddie,” Nameless said. “But this isn’t your battle.”

Nils folded his arms across his chest and stuck his chin out. He was red in the face, and veins stuck up on the side of his neck. “Course it’s my battle, you silly shogger. You’re my… You’re my…”

Nameless reached out a hand, and Nils took it. “And you’re my friend, too, laddie. Always will be. Which is why I need you to go.”

“But—”

“If you stay, you’ll be hurt, or they will. Either way, it’s not what I want.” He turned his eyes on Grago. “Shog knows why, but you seem to be the one calling the shots, Councilor. Do you give me your word the boy can leave unharmed?”

“Shog this,” Jaym said, his eyes smoldering like flaming coals. “Put that c-c-cun… Sorry, Cordy. Put that axe back in the casket, and let’s you and me get it on.”

“The boy?” Nameless said, keeping his eyes on Grago.

“You have my word, Butcher.”

Nameless nodded. “Fetch me the casket, laddie.”

“No way,” Nils said. “I ain’t leaving, and that’s—”

Jaym bunched his shoulders and snarled. “Do it. Now!”

Nils flinched then went to pick up the casket, muttering under his breath all the while.

Nameless placed the axe inside and closed the lid.

“Showtime,” Jaym said, thumping his palm and limping forward.

Nameless cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. The shogger was really asking for it, and against his better judgment, he’d half a mind to give him what he wanted.

“What you waiting for, Butcher, a shogging invitation?”

A growl rolled up from deep in Nameless’s chest. “Think I just got one, dung-face.” He raised his fists and stepped in. “You want me to hop on one leg to even things out?”

Jaym’s lips curled back, showing his crooked yellow teeth. His tongue thrashed about like a snake in heat, and a shrill ululating cry spewed from his throat in a torrent of froth. He raised a massive fist, but lightning forked down and struck him in the chest, flinging him head over heels to land in a smoking heap.

A shadow fell over the canyon, and all eyes turned to the sky, where bat’s wings as big as sails blotted out the light of the two smaller moons. Raphoe’s glow bounced from thick scales and lent a demonic caste to the face bobbing atop a sinuous neck.

“A dragon!” Grago cried. “Gods of Arnoch, a dragon!”

Only, for a dragon, it had a very human head, Nameless reckoned. Very much like the one he’d last seen on Silas’s shoulders.

“Something wicked this way comes,” Stupid declaimed above the crowd.

Jaym was already climbing to his feet, wailing like a child waking from night terrors and slapping at his smoking chest. “Water! Water!”

Silas wheeled away above the canyon, gliding in a wide arc before swooping in again with flames dancing on his fingertips. His eyes blazed red, and his face was gaunt, almost skull-like.

“Mess with my companions, would you?” he roared. “Then see what happens when you cross a wizard imbued with the sorcery of ages.”

His hands swelled to swirling balls of fire, their heat palpable as he dived.

“Silas, no!” Nameless bellowed.

Crossbows fired, but their quarrels bounced off of the air before they could touch the coiling body of the dragon-thing Silas had become.

Flaming missiles streaked into the canyon and exploded, sending up clouds of rock dust and plumes of smoke. Screams pealed out from the crowd, and those nearest the blasts were coated with ash.

Silas landed amid a shower of rubble, wings beating a hurricane through the gorge and driving the dwarves toward the far wall. His tail whipped out, wrapping itself around Nameless’s waist and lifting him till they were face to face.

“Impressive, huh?” Silas said with a grin like an open wound.

Nameless tried to wriggle free, but the coils holding him tightened so much, he feared his legs might drop to the ground without the rest of him.

“Set me down, laddie. Now.”

“In a minute,” Silas said. “First, I need to get you out of here. The boy can follow on foot.”

Nils ducked under a wing, hugging the casket to his chest. “I could ride on your back.”

Silas’s grin became a leer. “Just do as you’re told, and trot along behind. You are the pack mule, after all.”

With a single beat of his wings, Silas shot into the air.

Nameless raised both hands above his head and delivered a bone-breaking blow to the tail. He may as well have hit brick, the scales were so tough.

“Now, now, time for bed,” Silas said, eyes turning to whirling vortices as he angled a look behind.

A wave of nausea washed over Nameless, but he quickly recovered. “Ha, goat-face! Try again.”

Perhaps he shouldn’t have said that. A door slammed within his mind. Black walls sprang up around him, started to close in. He thrashed and screamed and raged with all his might, but his limbs would not respond.

The ground retreated from his failing vision. He was looking straight down on the dwarves huddled together. The councilors were ringed in by soldiers, but Grago stood apart of the group, Jaym lurking at his side. With horror, Nameless realized the soldiers had their weapons trained on the councilors and were herding them toward one of the shelters. Old Moary was waving his arms in protest. At a nod from Grago, Jaym stepped in and floored him with a punch to the jaw.

Set me down, you shogger! Nameless bellowed, but he had no voice.

“Dwarves of Arx Gravis, your doom is upon you!” Stupid was screaming. “Long live the dwarves!”

As Silas veered away above the gorge, Nameless saw Nils struggling along with the casket behind the disembodied hand.

If the lad would just open the lid a crack, perhaps the axe would do something.

You only have yourself to blame, the voice of the dark said. You’re the one who shut her away. Only, it wasn’t the voice of the dark—his dark—it was something altogether more malevolent.

Don’t you know how long she suffered in her tomb beneath the sea, the poor dear? How much she sacrificed for the likes of you?

Who are you? Nameless asked silently. Panic welled up from some abyssal layer of his mind. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t—

He felt the thud of their landing, the crunch of gravel beneath his boots. His legs were moving, he was sure of it, only, he wasn’t the one in control.

Where are you taking me? Stop! Stop, I don’t want to go!

He tried to focus his eyes, but his vision remained blurry. He was aware of a shadow leading him on, another coming up fast on his side.

Nils? he tried to say. Silas?

Laughter bubbled up from the chasm at the bottom of his mind.

You think he’d listen, even if you could speak? the malevolence said. Baited, hooked, and reeled in, that’s what he is. No more than an ant following a trail of sugar.

Nameless’s eyes turned inward upon a scene that stole the last vestiges of his will to resist.

He saw trees with tortuous limbs of tar—a coagulating forest of utter blackness. And at its heart, wreathed in thorny vines, stood a staff of darkest ebony rooted in the putrid soil.







SILAS







“Blow winds, rain pour!” Silas threw his head back and howled at the elements. His hair was plastered over his face, his coat drenched, but he was damned if any storm the Cynocephalus could dream was going to stop him. He was an irresistible demon come to claim his due.

“Come on, you dog-headed primate, do your worst!” he screamed at the churning clouds. “I am Silas Thrall, do you hear me? Silas Thrall, god of magic, soon to be god of your sorry little world!”

God indeed, he thought as the sorcerous hand led the way through the squall, thrumming the ground with its fingers and moving at an alarming pace. Who else, besides Blightey himself, had commanded such power?

The clouds roiled, forming into islands in the cobalt sky. Directly above, they clustered together. When Silas squinted through the downpour, they resembled the head of a jackal atop the body of an ape. For an instant, the twin suns broke through, red with their rising, burning like a pair of demonic eyes from the face of the Cynocephalus.

“You see that, Nils? You see? I have him worried. Oh yes, he knows my strength.”

Nils was a sodden mess, laboring under the weight of the casket that held Nameless’s axe.

“All I see’s your ugly mug talking to the clouds. Shog, Silas, I knew you was strange, but this takes the bleedin’ cake.”

Silas spun in a circle, arms outstretched. “He knows my greatness, I tell you.”

“Knows you’re a plonker, same as the rest of us do. Knows you’re gonna be a dead plonker, too, if you don’t put a stop to whatever you’re doing to Nameless.”

The dwarf was trudging through the rain, completely oblivious. The effort to force his legs into motion was so minimal, Silas hardly knew he was doing it anymore. With just his will, he could keep Nameless marching until his body collapsed from fatigue. It was quite something to have absolute control over the Ravine Butcher, the mightiest dwarf of his age.

“He’ll be released when we get where we’re going, don’t you worry.”

“And where’s that, then? Because I’m tired of traipsing through this shithole, and hungry enough to eat a horse. You’re so bloody mighty, conjure us up some grub, like you used to.”

“All in good time, boy. All in good time. Oh, and Nils.”

“What?”

“Threaten me again, and I’ll crush you like the insect you are.”

Nils stopped and plonked the casket on the ground. The rain had turned to sleet and was spattering him relentlessly. Predictable as ever, he puffed his pigeon chest out and thrust his fists into his hips.

“Yeah? You and whose army?”

Silas allowed himself a smile and tried to put into it as much malice as he could manage. With barely a thought, he signaled Nameless to halt and then reached into the bottomless well of magic within, drawing just enough to make himself seem taller, more imposing. He wanted Nils to see fire coming from his eyes, lightning crackling from his fingers.

“Sure you don’t wanna back off?” Nils said. “Because, if you’re trying to scare me, I gotta say, I’m not gonna need to change my britches just yet.”

“What?” Oh, bugger.

Silas had reached into the well, sure enough, but the well was dry. Back there at the gorge, he’d felt indomitable, bursting with infinite power, but it seemed his ailing body still had its limits. As if on cue, he started to hack up phlegm and tasted blood on his lips. Every cough sent hot needles through his lungs, made him double up.

“You all right?” Nils said, taking a step toward him.

Silas held up a hand as he vomited. “Fine,” he croaked. “I’m… Oh no.” Black vitriol was dripping from his mouth and pooling on the ground. It burned his throat and left the stench of sulfur in his nostrils.

“What the shog you been eating?” Nils said, face wrinkling up like a dried prune.

“I think you might be right about the food. Guess I’ve been overdoing it.” Silas lowered himself to the waterlogged ground.

“You’ll get piles,” Nils said, standing over him.

“Least of my worries.” Silas was sure he could manage a cantrip or two—a canopy to keep the rain off, a magical blaze, and a cauldron of steaming broth. An hour or two, and he’d be fit to go on. It wasn’t as if the Ebon Staff was going anywhere.

He snapped his fingers, and a wispy canopy appeared overhead. The rain passed right through it, and he could still see the clouds through its gossamer covering.

Nils looked at him with concern.


“Sod the canopy,” Silas said. “It’s only a bit of rain, after all.”

Nils groaned and tugged his jacket up to cover his head. “Bit? It’s bleeding torren… torrenty… It’s pissing down.”

Silas clapped his hands and elicited a puff of smoke.

“What’s that mean?” Nils asked. “No fire, too?”

Silas sighed. He just wanted to curl up and die. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have sworn his lungs were being devoured by an army of termites. He coughed again, and this time a thick glob of blood came up and stuck to his fist.

“We must press on,” he said. “While I still can.”

“I ain’t shifting till you magic us up some grub,” Nils said.

Silas closed his eyes. Perhaps if he focused all his reserves, he could produce an apple. Anything to shut the annoying little twerp up.

He felt a yank on his umbilicus, the flutter of nausea in his guts.

“It’s working,” Nils said. “Something’s coming through.”

There was a plop on the sodden ground.

Silas rocked forward to take a look. Nils dropped to his haunches, lifted the apport to his nose and sniffed.

“Shog that’s rank,” he said, passing it to Silas. “And it looks like a thingy.”

It was squidgy to the touch, lank, and vaguely carrot-shaped.

“Best I can manage,” Silas said, nibbling on an end and immediately gagging. He spat it out and slung the rest over his shoulder. His mouth was on fire, his eyes watering, but worst of all was the taste—rotten eggs crossed with overcooked sprouts, and it had the consistency of a loose stool.

The hand rapped the ground impatiently then set to work unfastening Silas’s satchel.

Nameless was little more than a bulky shadow, partially obscured by the pelting rain. He stood as motionless as a statue, and would have remained so until the rain eroded him away, if that had been Silas’s will.

The hand pulled out Blightey’s grimoire and flicked through the pages until it found a list of simple spells. It pointed to one with its index finger, and Silas read the barbarous words out loud. The script flashed and sizzled then vanished from the page, leaving a smudge of charcoal in its wake. Silas jolted upright, heat flooding his limbs and scorching the fatigue from his brain. He stood and put the book back in its bag.

“Shoulder your burden,” he said to Nils. “And let’s get back on the trail.”

“You’re joking,” Nils said. “I’m knackered and half-starved. Anyhow, what’s got into you? You was plain ready for the grave a second ago.”

“Second wind,” Silas said. “Now come on.”

Nils snatched up the casket. “What about him?” He nodded to Nameless. “Ain’t it time you let him go?”

“Oh, he’ll be set free once we get to the forest.”

“Forest? We just left a forest. I’m sick of forests.”

Silas shot him his most sickly grin. “This one’s quite special. Quite special, indeed.” He commanded the dwarf into motion with the merest of thoughts. “Go on, boy,” he said to the hand. “Show us the way.”

The cloud-formed face of the son of the Demiurgos was torn apart by the driving winds, which immediately dropped to a gentle breeze. The dissipating whorls of gray settled into cottony tufts on silky sheets of blue.

“Weather’s clearing,” Nils said.

“Deep sleep,” Silas said, scrutinizing the sky and wondering what would happen to Aethir if the Cynocephalus never woke up. Would it all simply pass from existence?

The respite was only momentary, though, as the heavens darkened, and a churning thunderhead rolled in from the north. It didn’t bode well, for they were heading straight into it. The thought had barely registered before the storm was already upon them.

Impossible, Silas thought. They should have had an hour, or at the very least a few minutes.

Forked lighting streaked from the clouds, blasting the earth mere yards from where Nameless was walking. The dwarf showed no reaction, but Silas quickened his pace, lengthening his strides to keep up with the hand. Nils grumbled and groaned, stumbling in pursuit under the weight of the casket.

The hand never slowed, and Silas would have given up and thrown himself to the ground, if it hadn’t been for supernatural aid. It felt as though the hand were dragging him along on a leash, while a hot poker goaded him from behind. Within, he felt listless, limp as a rag doll, but an unquenchable frenzy drove him on. It would all be over soon, he kept telling himself—once he held the staff. The hardship, the exhaustion, would be more than worth it. He just had to keep thinking about all that illimitable power waiting to be plucked from the forest of tar.

Nils, on the other hand, didn’t appear to be faring so well. He was stooped over and squelching his way through the mud like one of the damned in the Abyss, perpetually forced to walk a road to nowhere.

Nameless fitted the image even more so, though there was no effort to his strides. No effort, and no purpose. He was nothing more than a mindless automaton following his master. If the grimoire alone could bestow such power, what would it be like when Silas had the Ebon Staff as well?

The rain slowed to a spit, and the clouds hung overhead, puffed and bloated. There was no break in the dismal gray. It was like being beneath the ceiling of a vast cavern—a ceiling that threatened to fall at any moment.

Nils huffed and puffed his way up from behind. “I don’t like this one little bit,” he said. “Listen.”

Silas strained his ears but heard nothing save for the drip, plop, drip of raindrops hitting the puddles. “To what?”

“Nothing. It’s gone quiet.”

The lad was right. There was no more thunder, no pelting downpour. No birds circled in the sky, and nothing moved for as far as the eye could see.

They continued on without speaking. The slushy waste gave way to cracked earth and then russet sand. The temperature picked up, but the sky remained sullen and gave no quarter to the suns.

A distant rumble broke the silence. To the northwest, red flickers lit up the sky, and thick smoke billowed from a dark peak.

“What’s that, then?” Nils asked. “Volcano?”

Silas nodded. “I feel we are getting close.”

“Great,” Nils said. “I can hardly wait.”

The heat continued to rise until it dogged their every step. Nils set down the casket, so he could loosen his shirt and roll up his sleeves.

Silas fumed at the delay. He was drenched with sweat and felt feverish, but he lacked the volition to do anything about it. There was no need. He’d get where they were going, no matter what. The hand and the book would see to it, of that he was certain.

Nameless’s beard was drenched, and his eyes had grown bloodshot. Other than that, there was no sign he was aware of the hardships of the journey.

The hand was more impatient than Silas, if that were possible. It ran over his boot, tapping out its irritation with pallid fingers.

“Come on,” Silas said to Nils. “No time for hanging about.”

“No time?” Nils grumbled. “Thought you said… Wait, what’s that?”

A bank of fog had crept in unnoticed, making it hard to see what he was pointing at.

“Told you I had good eyes. Shog, Silas, there’re bodies. Three of them.”

Silas stood his ground while Nils went to investigate. They didn’t have time for this. Once he had the staff, all would be—

“They’re starkers, and they’ve got these big swellings all over. Can’t have been too long ago, neither, because they ain’t gone blue yet.”

“Come on,” Silas said. “It’s none of our business.”

“Yeah, but what if—”

“I said come on.”

Nils sighed and came back for the casket. “Still say we should be careful. I mean, whatever did that to them might still be around.”

They entered a heavy blanket of mist. Brooding monoliths loomed through the haze, forming a rough circle, some of them tall and slim, others squat. Immediately before them stood a trilithon, like an immense stony portal, its lintel set twice the height of a man. Another faced it on the opposite side. A snaking plume of smoke wafted up from the center of the stone circle, and as they drew nearer, Silas could see three figures seated around a green-tinted fire. That was enough to send a warning jolt through his nerves. Magical fire wasn’t exactly alien to him, but it did tell him there was more to these figures than met the eye.

They each wore long leather coats and broad-brimmed hats pulled low over their faces. One stirred a pot that hung above the flames, while the other two smoked clay pipes and passed a canteen back and forth.

“Thank shog,” Nils said. “A camp.”

“Wait.” Silas placed a hand on his shoulder. “Ask yourself what kind of people would be all the way out here. Don’t forget what this place is.”

“We’re here, ain’t we?” Nils said. “And so are the dwarves. No reason others can’t come to Qlippoth. It can’t all be dreams.”

He had a point there.

“They could be explorers,” Nils continued. “Maybe they know what happened to them bodies back there. Shog, maybe they lost half their group.”

Silas stared through the mist, trying to get a better view of the three figures. So far, they had shown no signs of noticing they were being observed. They just went on stirring and smoking and passing the flask. Funny thing was, they weren’t talking. You would have expected at least some conversation. Even the legionaries guarding the great gates of New Londdyr grunted at one another to pass the time.

“You stay here, if you like,” Nils said, shifting the casket for a better hold, “but if there’s a chance of sharing some hot salty broth, I’m game. Feels like my shogging guts have been ripped out, I’m so hungry.”

“We could just go around,” Silas said. “We don’t have time for socializing, and in any case, what do you want hot food for? It’s sweltering.”

“Food’s food, ain’t it. I wouldn’t be so famished, if you could get it up.”

“Get it up?”

“Yeah, you know, conjure some out of the air. Ain’t my fault you’re impo… impo… Out of magic.”

The hand ran an agitated circle around Silas’s feet then flipped onto its back and tickled the air.

Nils was looking at him expectantly, but Nameless may as well have been carved from granite, for all the interest he showed.

Silas worried his bottom lip until he became aware he was doing it. His own hunger was starting to clamor for attention above the relentless pull of the staff. He only hoped he had enough unnatural energy to deal with any problems, should it come to it. He still felt as empty as a tankard in the hands of a dwarf, but he was quite certain the hand and the book would make sure he survived long enough to reach the forest of tar. The thought was faintly amusing: it was about the closest he’d ever come to having faith in anything.

An idea wormed its way up from some hitherto unrevealed part of his mind, utterly alien and discomforting. It was like an infection.

“Why don’t we kill them, take what we need, and move on?” At least that way, they wouldn’t have to waste time with introductions and polite conversation.

“Kill them?” Nils said. “What the shog’s gotten into you?”

“Logic, boy. Logic. We are on a quest of some urgency. You are starving, and I’m growing peckish. We have no idea who they are. There’s a fifty-fifty chance they’re going to be hostile, so why take the risk?” He already had the grimoire out and was riffling through its pages in search of a spell that could dispatch them with the least amount of fuss. “Skulking Doom… The Perilous Finger… Ray of Decomposition.” Why hadn’t he seen these spells before? It was as if the book hid things from him and revealed only as much as he needed to know.

“That for real?” Nils asked, peering over his shoulder.

“No idea, but I mean to give it a try.”

“No,” Nils said, his face as serious as one of those pious Wayists who roamed the markets of New Londdyr preaching against pleasure.

“No?”

Nils shook his head. “Ain’t right.”

“Says who?”

The lad looked away, a hint of red creeping into his cheeks. “You learned me to read it, remember. That bit about only doing to others what you’d want them to do to you.”

Silas’s eyes strayed to Nils’s pack. “Oh no, not the Liber Via. It’s supposed to be for reading practice. You’re not meant to take it seriously. Why’d you think Nameless gave it to you? It’s not like he finished it himself. Load of religious hogwash, is what it is.”

“How’d you know?” Nils said, indignation burning from his eyes. “You read it?”

“Of course I’ve not read it. What do you take me for?”

“So, how’d you know?”

Silas racked his brains for an answer, but he was getting too stressed to concentrate. He needed to keep moving, keep getting nearer to the staff. Perhaps he should see if he could draw more strength from the book, sprout some wings, and carry Nameless the rest of the way. The little shit could stay by himself and have his tea party with the three weirdoes.

He started to look for a spell that might grant him more energy, but nausea threatened to overcome him. It felt like steel wires were tugging at the base of his skull, and razors were scraping away the coating of his lungs.

When Nils harrumphed and headed toward the camp, Silas followed. The hand righted itself and ran up his coat tails into his pocket. Nameless brought up the rear, nothing more than one of the zombies they’d run into when they first crossed the Farfalls.

“There’s a code among wayfarers,” Nils said in a low voice. “My dad told me about it when we was traveling with the Night Hawks.”

“And that is?”

“Just let me do the talking,” Nils said. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”

He set down the casket and approached the fire with a swagger.

“All right, boys? How’s it hanging?”

No response. More stirring. More smoking. A pass of the flask and a swig.

“Say, me and my partners are plain worn out and hungry. Mind if we share your fire?”

He made to sit down but drew back when there was still no reaction. He glanced over his shoulder at Silas and frowned.

“Just a drop of that there broth, lads, and we’ll be on our way.” Nils’s fingers curled around the handle of his sword.

That was a good sign, as far as Silas was concerned. The lad hadn’t been entirely contaminated by sanctity, then.

The man stirring the pot held out a ladle but didn’t look up. One of the others pushed back his coat, revealing a sheath. Instead of a knife hilt, though, there was what looked like a gently curved tool handle crafted from ivory and silver.

“Cheers,” Nils said, taking the ladle and slurping from it. “Shog that’s sweet,” he said, smacking his lips. “What you boys eating? Molasses?”

He handed the ladle back, and the man resumed his stirring. One of the others gestured with his pipe to a spot by the fire.

“Thanks,” Nils said, seating himself cross-legged.

Silas left Nameless to guard the casket and hovered over the pot until he was offered the ladle. The sweetness rousted his hunger from a vague yearning to a desperate cry. He went to take another slurp, but fingers curled around his wrist. Well, not fingers exactly, but a black hook ridged with hairs. He dropped the ladle and gasped. The man lifted his head to glare through saucer-sized eyes. Black and yellow antennae drooped down from beneath the hat, and mandibles clacked together as if in speech.

Nils leapt to his feet and half-drew his sword.

A resonant buzzing started up from the other two creatures. One of them screwed the lid back on the flask and pocketed it, then slowly tapped out his pipe on a rock. The other just tilted his hat back and watched, blowing out smoke rings that drifted up to be absorbed by the clouds.

“Release Nameless,” Nils said. “Do it now.”

“Not yet.” Silas tried to summon magic from the well but brought up bile instead. The last thing he needed was an angry dwarf on his hands. He still hadn’t worked out how he was going to explain the charm spell when he lifted it.

As Nils strode around the fire, the smoking creature threw off its coat.

Gossamer wings fanned out behind it. Its torso was a carapace of yellow and black stripes, below which it wore leather britches and knee-length boots. The back of its britches ripped open, and a barbed stinger burst free.

Nils whipped his sword out and backed toward Nameless, but the wasp-man took hold of the tool handle sheathed at its hip and drew it out, taking aim at his head. The handle was attached to a slender metal barrel, and the creature’s hooked hand was curled around something like a crossbow trigger.

“Don’t move,” Silas said, intuiting the danger.

The buzzing had reached fever pitch now, drowning out his voice and making it hard to think. “Don’t—” he started to say again, but Nils swung his sword. There was a crack like thunder, a puff of smoke, and the wasp-man’s weapon clattered to the ground.

The creature holding Silas switched its grip to his throat and pressed its mandibles close to his face. Silas strained away from it, but the thing was inhumanly strong. He heard the rustle of clothes, saw one of the wasp-men dash past him, and then the campfire fizzled out.

The ground within the stone circle faded, until it resembled nothing so much as paper arranged in combs and cells, within which dark shapes writhed. The grip on his throat tightened, the hooks breaking the skin. He saw his horrified reflection in the dish-like eyes, heard the echoing clack, clack, clack of the mandibles.

Then the buzzing grew to a cacophony, as scores of giant wasps started to emerge from the ground.




NAMELESS







“Hey, dwarfy, you’ve got what I need,” Ilesa said, her green eyes a couple of witch’s lanterns.

Nameless couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to. He was helpless beneath her gaze, bereft of volition, and giddily happy about it. He wanted to speak, ask her what it was she needed, but her firm grip on his wrist was answer enough as it forced his hand toward the milky flesh of her breast. Lightning started at his toes, crackled along his legs, smoldered in his groin, and then shot up his spine to his brain. There was a concussive blast, the snapping of unseen chains, and… buzzing. Lots of buzzing.

His fingers touched something hard and ungiving, not at all what he’d have expected from such a bonny lass. He was groggy, as if he’d awoken from deep sleep. His vision was blurred, and he had an angry fly in his ear. He shook his head in an attempt to dislodge it and tried to focus on the feel of Ilesa, her insistent grasp.

“Thank shog!” Nils said.

“Ugh!” Nameless cried, yanking his arm away from the lad’s grip.

He barely had time to register that the reason Ilesa’s breast wasn’t as soft as he’d imagined was that it wasn’t a breast at all. He was holding the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“Quickly,” Nils said. “Silas—”

There was a flash of yellow, the snapping of mandibles, and a pulping splat as the axe clove through the head of a giant wasp.

Nameless was already swinging for the next one before he’d worked out where he was and what was happening. The twin blades sliced through the torso of another wasp—this one wearing a coat and britches—and greenish ichor splashed his forearms.

A gurgling scream drew his gaze, and he hurled the axe. It took the head from a third wasp-man and reversed its flight to land back in his hand.

“Well, that’s them taken care of. Now, laddie, do you mind telling me what’s going on?”

“What about the others?” Nils said.

“Others?”

Silas rolled out from under the headless corpse, clutching his throat and hacking. He half-ran, half-stumbled toward them, eyes wide with terror.

The ground was a seething carpet of yellow and black as dozens of wasps wriggled to the surface and stretched out their wings. They walked on two legs, like humans, and many of them wore the tatters of clothes.

“Is this gonna be a problem?” Nils asked, moving behind Nameless.

“Not at all, laddie. I’ve faced worse.”

“You have? When?”

Nameless rubbed his beard and thought about that. “Do you know, I can’t remember. Must be the lack of grog. Be that as it may, let me give you lads a word of advice.”

A flurry of wasps took to the sky and started to circle. Below, the parchment ground grew pitted with holes as more and more of the creatures burst through. There must have been hundreds, all adding to the furious din that was threatening to burst Nameless’s eardrums.

“What?” Silas said, squeezing between Nils and Nameless. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, his lips tinged with blue. “What advice?”

“Run!”

Nameless charged among the emerging wasps, chopping this way and that. 

His plan was a simple one, one he’d employed a million times. Cut a swath through the enemy and keep going. Only, he got about twenty yards when the creatures in the air started to dive-bomb.

He swung the axe in a scything arc, dropping three in a shower of gore. Nils was thrashing his sword about like an old woman with a walking cane, while Silas held his book above his head, as if that could ward off a sting.

And what stingers they had: sickle-shaped barbs that stuck out of their arses. It would have been laughable, had one not been coming straight at Nameless. Quick as it happened, he still found himself making a mental note to get a helmet at the next opportunity. He swayed aside at the last moment and split the wasp down the middle.

Dozens more took to the air, blotting out the sagging clouds. No matter how fast he dispatched them, more kept coming. There was no way he could ward off all those stingers.

The wasps swarmed together, undulating through the sky as one. They banked high and veered into another attack.

Nameless held the axe up before his face and spoke to the blades. “That silver fire thing you did at Arnoch, Paxy… now would be a good time.”

Nothing happened.

“Paxy?” He shook the axe. “Paxy!” Still nothing. There was a rush of air and a deafening wall of noise.

“Get down, lads!”

Nils dragged Silas to the ground as the swarm hit.

The axe was a dazzling blur, an extension of Nameless’s arms that sliced and clove with the ferocity of a whirlwind. Limbs rained down, heads flew, wings tore.

“I don’t shogging believe it!” Nameless cried above the buzzing. “She’s sulking. The axe is sulking.”

Wave after wave of giant wasps hurtled into the path of his blades. A stinger grazed his shoulder but failed to bite. Another ripped the front of his shirt but barely broke the skin. He swayed, ducked, pivoted, and twirled without the impediment of thought. His body and the axe were one, perfectly in tune. He was ecstatic, reveling in every sublime strike, seeing each stinger as if it came at a snail’s pace.

At his feet, Silas and Nils cowered and yelped whenever they were showered with pus, but Nameless was loving every minute of it. He felt the words of a song bubbling up from his gut, but before he could give it voice, hooked hands grabbed his ankles and yanked.

“Paxy, I’m sorry,” he cried, chopping through a spindly arm. “Just get us out of here. I’ll make it up to you.”

He spun free, eyes searching out an escape route, even as he thrashed a couple more wasps from the air.

The swarm swirled out of reach and started to regroup. The ones on the ground had formed a cordon and were warily closing in.

Nils got to his feet, but Silas lay flat on his back and might very well have been dead. Nameless quickly quashed the thought that it would save him the trouble. Last thing he needed right now was to give an inch to the dark. Before he knew it, he’d be in the depths of despair with stingers perforating every inch of his dwarven behind.

Something scrabbled out of Silas’s pocket and sped off to the right. It was the hand that had freed Nameless back at the gorge. Whatever it was up to, it spooked the wasps. Those in its way shot into the air, and that’s when Nameless saw his opportunity. He threw the axe in a wide loop that sent the blades slicing through half a dozen carapaces. The edges of the circle buckled as the creatures balked at the carnage. The axe whipped back into his hand, and he dragged Silas to his feet.

“Help him,” he told Nils. “Get through the gap.”

Nils sheathed his sword and draped Silas’s arm over his shoulder. Together, they lumbered toward the opening. Nameless cast the axe left and right, keeping the wasps at bay, but overhead, the swarm was wheeling into another dive.

A rush of movement from behind had him spinning and kicking a wasp where a man’s fruits would have been. He hammered his fist into another’s face and swung the axe one-handed to split a third’s head down the middle.

A shadow fell over him, and he dived, rolling over and over, expecting any moment to be skewered by a stinger. There was a fierce buzzing in his ear, then a barb plunged into the papery ground beside his face. He grabbed hold of it by the base and yanked it off amid a spray of pus. Then he was up on his feet, and finishing the wasp off with a clean slice. He backed away, weaving a wild arc of steel above his head and glancing over his shoulder to see if Silas and Nils were through.

The wizard fell, and Nils made a half-run, stopped, and grabbed him by the collar, dragging him through the rapidly closing channel.

Nameless roared his defiance at the swarming wasps hounding him from above, and they buzzed higher, out of reach. Those behind, however, bunched together in a droning phalanx that continued to swell as others emerged from their nest beneath the ground. The phalanx bulged amid a deafening din that rattled Nameless’s bones. With a unified shove, it surged toward him.

He turned and ran—straight into the wall of wasp-men closing the gap after Nils and Silas. With a chop to the left and another to the right, a path began to open. He shoulder-charged, kicked, punched, and head-butted, spun away from a stinger, and then he was through. His legs pumped furiously as he pelted toward his companions, but a sharp pain in his buttock made him yelp and tumble in a heap at Nils’s feet.

“One last try,” the lad was shouting. “Come on, Silas, you can do it.”

Nameless rolled to his knees as the phalanx bore down upon them, and overhead, the swarm dived like a hail of arrows. He tried to stand, but ice had formed in his veins, and his heart was flapping about like a chicken with its neck about to be wrung.

“I can’t,” Silas wheezed. “I just—”

“Nameless?” Nils asked, despair thick upon his tongue.

“Sorry… laddie, they got me. Poison…” He fell flat on his face.

Silas was muttering something that sounded like a senile lament full of made up words and rattling breaths.

“Crap,” Nils said.

A blast of wing-fanned air hit the back of Nameless’s head and made him open one eye in drowsy expectation of the pain to come. His guts lurched, and a stream of vomit burned its way up his throat and pooled around his face. His heart rate steadied, and fire surged through his limbs. It was the same thing that happened each time he got drunk and then needed to fight. Only, it was too late, and there were too many…

Heat whooshed over him, and he rolled to his back as a wall of flame roared up from the earth a hundred feet into the air. Charred carcasses thudded to the ground, and in front, the phalanx dispersed and fled back toward the nest.

Nameless climbed to his feet and tried to work out what had happened.

Nils was kneeling over Silas’s prone body. “He did it,” the lad said. “He did it.”

Silas groaned, and a trickle of blood ran out of the corner of his mouth. His fingertips were smoldering, one hand still upon the open page of the grimoire. The letters flashed and flowed together into a snaking tendril that slid off the page and coiled about his wrist. His body convulsed, and he sat bolt upright.

“We must press on,” he said in a voice like crackling tinder.

Nameless cast a look at the retreating wasps.

“They’re going back underground,” Nils said. “Into the hive.”

“Hmm.” Nameless snorted and turned his attention to Silas. “I want a word with you, laddie.”

“Well, it will have to wait,” Silas snapped, putting the grimoire back in his satchel. “We need to hurry.”

Nameless stepped in close and cocked his head to one side. “Now.”

Silas’s eyes flashed red, and he opened his mouth, a retort on the tip of his tongue. But then he swallowed and lowered his gaze. “I had no choice. You weren’t exactly cooperating.”

“Did I ask to be rescued?”

“Well…”

“Did I?”

Silas licked his lips. “There’s gratitude for you.”

“They was gonna kill you,” Nils said to Nameless.

“Were.” Silas sucked in air through gritted teeth.

“What?”

“Were gonna kill you.”

Nils turned his nose up and rolled his eyes.

“So what if they were,” Nameless said. “It was the right thing to do.”

“Oh, that’s just dumb,” Nils said, and then immediately backed away with his hands raised. “I mean, you ain’t no threat to them. Not no more.”

“And they know that how?” Nameless said. “All they have are the memories of what happened at Arx Gravis, and the sight of this big stupid dwarf with a magical axe that’s the spitting image of the one that caused the slaughter.”

“Except it’s gold,” Nils said.

Nameless made a show of studying the blades. “Like I hadn’t noticed. Not at all like a certain black staff in a forest of tar.”

“What did you say?” Silas said.

“That got your attention, didn’t it, laddie? Now, give me that book of yours.”

Silas’s hand covered his satchel. “Why?”

“I’m going to do something I should have done a long time ago.”

“No,” Silas said. “No, you’re not. You leave it alone. It’s mine.”

Nameless held out a hand.

Silas clutched the satchel to his chest and turned away. “Mine! Not yours! Mine!”

“Leave him,” Nils said. “He ain’t well.”

Nameless stiffened. A rush of fire burned beneath his skin. His fingers clenched into a fist, and he ground his teeth together. He craned his neck to glare at Nils, and the lad retreated, all the blood draining from his face. For an instant, he no longer saw Nils. Instead, there was the image of a baby, its tiny body limp and bloody.

The rage instantly drained away from him. He tried to say, “I’m sorry,” but the best he could manage was a throaty growl.

“You’re right,” he grumbled. “He’s not well. That’s what you get when you mess with magic, especially the kind that comes from Verusia.”

Silas twisted his neck to look over his shoulder at them. “That’s just ignorance speaking.”

Nameless narrowed his eyes.

“What I mean is,” Silas said, “there’s more to Blightey’s magic than almost anyone realizes.”

“Anyone but you?” Nils said.

Silas turned back round, nodding ten to the dozen. “Yes. Thank you, Nils. Thank you. At least someone understands. All that teaching I’ve been doing with you has paid off, I see.”

Nils put his hands on his hips. “It was a question.”

“Ah, but a good one. You have a shrewd mind, young Nils. You know, incisive.”

Nils frowned and shook his head.

“Clever,” Silas said. “Go on like this, and you’ll get a place at the Academy in a year or two.”

The lad’s eyes widened at that, and he looked like he wanted to say something, but Silas beat him to it.

“Well, maybe that’s stretching it a little.”

Nils dropped his chin to his chest, and his cheeks reddened.

“Nameless,” Silas said. “I admit it. I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have charmed you. But look at it this way: I was just trying to get you out of there.”

“We was both just trying to help,” Nils said. “It ain’t right to leave a friend behind.”

Nameless allowed himself a tight smile. “I know that’s what you think, Nils, and believe me, I’m glad to be considered your friend. But the Dark Lord here, he’s got his own reasons for rescuing me.”

Silas relaxed his grip on the satchel. “I need you.” He looked up into Nameless’s face, eyes red-rimmed and feverish. “The book has shown me the way. You’re right. There’s a staff in a forest—”

“No,” Nameless said.

“Hear me out.”

“I said no. I didn’t ask to be rescued. Didn’t want it.”

“So what,” Nils said. “You just gonna stroll back to the gorge and let them kill you?”

Nameless closed his eyes and tried to think. Is that what he really wanted? At the time, he’d have welcomed death, but it all changed when Jaym threatened Nils. The lad hadn’t wanted to follow him on this fool’s errand, but out of all of them, he was the one who’d shown his true mettle. Oh, he was cocksure and still had a lot of growing up to do, but there was no doubting his heart. Nor his aptitude for learning, from what Nameless had seen. The lad had warmed to him, looked up to him like he might an older brother, or a parent. At first Nameless had found it vaguely embarrassing, even a tad pathetic, but when all was said and done, it was Nils who’d started to make him feel like a person once more, and not just the Ravine Butcher. Nils and Ilesa, of course. Shame that, he thought. Shame she couldn’t have accepted his forgiveness. Shame she wasn’t still with them.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what to do. I came to help them. Came to protect them from something.” He looked at his palm, as if the answer were written there in the lines and calluses. “I thought they were running from me into something far worse, but there isn’t anything worse, as far as they’re concerned.” He felt his voice choking up and coughed before he went on. “It might be better for everyone if I just keep on walking, keep wandering this land of nightmares until no one remembers me.”

Nils started a slow hand clap. “That’s so trag… trag… You know, melodra… Makes me wish I had a fiddle.”

Silas winced and put a hand over his eyes.

It felt like Nils had just slapped Nameless round the face with a wet fish. Instead of anger, instead of being hurt, he just felt numb. Numb, and not a little stupid.

“You know,” Nils said, slapping the bag that held his Liber Via, “I was thinking I might take up writing once I know my letters more better. I been drawing on the pages—hope you don’t mind; I kind of thought you wouldn’t want the book back.”

“No,” Nameless said. “It’s yours.”

“I drew a map of the way we came, you and me, from New Londdyr to Malfen. I been trying to write the names of the towns and stuff on it. But what I really want to do is write down what we’ve all done here. Our adventures. You go off now like some sulking pup, and it’s right gonna ruin my story.”

Silas’s eyes lit up. “So, we go on? Find my staff?”

Nameless eyed him for a long moment then turned his gaze on Nils. “How’d you want the tale to end, laddie?”

Nils rubbed his chin. “Well, we can’t go back the way we came. If the dwarves get hold of us, we’re dead. Or at least you are.”

Nameless nodded. “Can’t disagree with you there, laddie.”

“I say we carry on the way we was heading, see if they follow. If they don’t, we could loop back, find some way out of here. I don’t care about no heroic ending. I just wanna get home.”

Silas sneered. “Well, that’s going to make for an enthralling read.”

“Don’t expect you to agree, Silas,” Nils said. “But I reckon you’re not right in the head. That book’s bad news, if you ask me. The sooner we get back to New Londdyr, the better for all of us.”

“Well, that’s settled, then,” Nameless said. He wasn’t any more thrilled than Silas sounded about it, but he was plain out of ideas of his own. The gloominess was settling upon him once more, but maybe if he had a purpose—to get Nils home—it would be enough to keep him going. Any more than that would be too much to ask for.

“Now wait a minute,” Silas said.

Nameless clapped Nils on the back. “Lead the way, laddie. This is your journey now.”

Nils looked into the distance. “There,” he said, pointing to a red patch of sky in the north-east. “Always wanted to see a volcano.”

“As good a suggestion as any,” Nameless said.

A sly look passed across Silas’s face, but he said nothing. Nameless watched him out of the corner of his eye as Nils set off toward the distant peak.

“I see I’m going to have to keep an eye on you, laddie.”

Silas snorted and lengthened his stride to take the lead.

“He’s keen,” Nils said, as Nameless caught up. “Must’ve got a third wind.”

Nameless watched the wizard’s back, black coat flapping behind him, one hand atop the satchel containing Blightey’s grimoire.

There was something playing out here that was too complex for him to fully fathom. The vision of the staff in the forest of tar sat uncomfortably at the back of his mind. Silas was on a very slippery slope, that was for sure. Nothing good could come of anything related to the Lich Lord. The Blightey he’d faced in Verusia was no more than a skull that wore other people’s bodies like clothes.

Either Silas was obsessed to the point of recklessness, or he was being used. In any case, he needed watching. The first sign of treachery, and he’d get an axe through his skull.

Nameless let out a long sigh. It was all getting too complicated, and he was bone weary. His limbs were growing heavy, whether from the fighting or the returning depression he couldn’t say, and he had a lump on his arse the size of an egg from where the wasp had stung him.

Maybe Nils was right. Maybe they all just needed to get back to New Londdyr. Show him a comfy chair by the hearth in an ale house, and he’d be one happy dwarf. At least as long as his tankard was full.
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A thick blanket of ash covered the scree slope skirting the base of the volcano. The air was heavy with sulfurous smoke that fell languidly through the clouds obscuring the summit.

Nils was more than a little disappointed. “Thought there’d be fiery stuff, you know, oozing down the sides.”

Silas picked up a nugget of dark rock, sniffed, and tossed it over his shoulder. “Rivers of lava?”

“Yeah, lava. Thought there’d be lava.”

“She’s settling down, laddie,” Nameless said, squinting up into the cloud cover. “A day sooner, and we’d have got nowhere near. See how the surface is all ridged.” He pointed to the raised veins of blackness that ran down the mountain.

“Looks like it’s melted,” Nils said.

“Oh, spare me.” Silas shook his head.

That got Nils’s goat and had him fuming. “Well, I don’t know, do I? I ain’t never seen no volcano before.”

“Please speak correctly,” Silas said, throwing his hands into the air and rolling his eyes. “At least do me the honor of applying what I teach you, otherwise you can start paying for your lessons, and I sincerely doubt a lowlife vagabond like you could afford that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nils thrust his fists into his hips and stuck his chin out.

“And stop the posturing, you microcephalic moron. You’re fooling no one.”

“Eh?” Nils said. He had no idea what Silas had just called him, but he was sure it weren’t nice.

“Means about the same as ‘bird brain’ in my reckoning,” Nameless said. “Though, I’m just a stupid grunt compared to his magisterial omniscience here. You boys carry on slugging it out. I’m going to have a nose around.”

He kicked his way through the scree and disappeared behind an outcrop of rock.

“Bird brain?”

“Not technically correct,” Silas said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But it’s an apposite image.”

That was it. Silas was taking the piss, and it weren’t right. Same thing had happened with Magistra Archyr: all that talk about how he needed educating, and then the knocks when he weren’t as clever as her. Bitch.

“If there’s something wrong with my learning, maybe it’s because I’ve got a crap teacher.”

That took the grin off Silas’s face. He frowned and looked at Nils the way he might study a tricky passage in that shogging book of his. “Forgive me. I’m just tetchy.”

Nils was about to spit an angry retort, and then it sank in, what he’d just heard. “You’re sorry?”

Silas nodded, drew in a deep breath, and sighed. “It’s driving me, Nils. I know that now.” He patted his satchel. As if in response, fingers poked out of his coat pocket, twitched, and then withdrew.

“The book?” Nils seated himself on the scree, and Silas did the same.

“The book, the staff. It’s all pretty much the same. And if I don’t heed either of them, this blasted hand goads me on.” He thumped his pocket, setting off squirming and wriggling from within.

“So, ditch them,” Nils said. “Leave them here and come back with us to New Londdyr.”

“I can’t.”

“Course you can,” Nils said. “Just think, you could teach me good enough to get me into the…” He broke off, feeling suddenly stupid.

“The Academy?”

He looked Silas in the eye, studied his face for any sign of mockery. “Yeah, well.” He picked up a pockmarked rock and ran it around his fingers. “I thought maybe if I practiced hard…”

“Yes,” Silas said. “Yes. I didn’t want to say before, in case it went to your head, but you have an aptitude, Nils.”

“Attitude? I ain’t got no attitude.” That’s exactly what Magistra Archyr used to say. It weren’t fair. He hadn’t done nothing to deserve—

Silas reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Aptitude, Nils. It means you have ability. You’re good at study. I’ve never seen anyone learn so fast.”

Nils dropped the rock and rummaged about for another. “Then, why do you make me feel so thick? I don’t even know what you’re saying half the time.”

“But you will.” Silas gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Keep going the way you are, and I could get you through the entrance exams in a couple of years.”

“You could?” Nils’s excitement died before it was fully given birth. Something had shifted in Silas’s demeanor. His eyes seemed to have sunken deeper into their sockets, their focus suddenly far away. “You don’t think you’ve got a couple of years, do you?”

Silas coughed, as if to emphasize the point. “I don’t know, Nils. Sometimes, I think I’m only still alive because of this quest.”

“Nameless?”

“No, not him. Not that business with the dwarves. My quest. The book was already leading me out here before I met him. Chance slung us together. Chance or fate, though I don’t really believe in the latter. I thought we could help each other. I’m not a strong man, and I don’t think I’d have gotten this far without him. Without both of you.”

“And Ilesa.” Nils couldn’t believe he said that, but when all’s said and done, he did sort of miss her. He still carried her scent in his nostrils from that first time he’d bumped into her in The Grinning Skull. Just the thought of her sent his blood tingling.

Silas sucked his lips in. “I suppose.”

“Come back with us,” Nils said. “Give up this staff business. No good can come of it.”

“It’s the only thing that keeps me going.” Silas dropped his gaze to his palms. “It’s all or nothing, as far as I can see. Kill or cure.”

“Kill, most likely,” Nils said. “What if it’s all some sort of trap? What if you’re being used?”

“No,” Silas said. He shuddered and stiffened, and the fire returned to his eyes. Pushing himself to his feet, he turned to face the north. “I refuse to believe it. The book’s already given me so much, but the staff promises even more. Do you know who once wielded it?”

Nils followed his gaze. A dark smudge was visible on the far side of the volcano, perhaps two or three miles away. “The Lich Lord of Verusia, wherever that is. You’ve told me a hundred times. Is that it?” He pointed to the smudge. “The forest of tar?”

“That’s it. See how close we are.”

“Nameless says this Blightey bloke is bad news.”

Silas scoffed. “He would say that, but like he just said, he’s a barely educated grunt.”

“He reads Ancient Urddynoorian better than I do.”

“Parroting his so-called scholarly brother, no doubt. My point is, he’s just as ignorant of who Blightey really was as everyone else.”

“Thought he said he met him,” Nils said. “Didn’t they once fight?”

“Believe what you like, but if Blightey’s so powerful and so evil, how come Mr. Stumpy is still alive?”

Nils hadn’t really thought about that. “Maybe Nameless is tougher than him. What about that Ravine Butcher business?”

Silas flicked the hair out of his face. “That book you carry, the Liber Via, it says in my grimoire that Blightey used to follow it assiduously.”

“You’re joking.”

“Apparently,” Silas said, “he was once a holy man.”

“Get away.”

Silas’s eyes were once more feverish and bloodshot. “Later, he abandoned the original text. He claims he took threads from all the disparate religions and philosophies and formed an amalgam that would—”

Nameless emerged from behind the outcrop, whistling a jaunty tune. He began to amble back down to them but suddenly stopped and glared. With a violent curse, he raised his axe, and hurled it straight at Silas.

“No!” Nils screamed as he tackled the wizard to the ground.

The axe streaked past, missing them both by a hair’s breath. There was a splat, a heavy thud, and the scrunch of scree sliding down the bank.

Nils lay atop Silas, making himself a shield. He craned his neck to look behind and gasped. A gray-garbed body took two stumbling steps, gouts of blood pumping from its neck. It crumpled onto the slope amid a rapidly spreading pool of crimson. The head bounced and rolled downhill, leaving a grisly trail in its wake.

“Shog, it’s a dwarf,” he said.

Silas shoved him off and sat up. “What the blazing—”

“Run, lads!” Nameless bellowed, catching his returning axe and pounding down the bank toward them.

Nils spun round but couldn’t see nothing to run from. Then, a few hundred yards back the way they’d come, a cluster of boulders shifted. He blinked and shook his head. Five stony-colored dwarves separated from the rocks, their clothes perfectly merging with the terrain as they flowed over the scree.

“Assassins,” Nameless said, panting as he came up to them. “Run, and don’t stop until I tell you.”

Silas was already slipping and sliding down the slope, coughing and moaning.

“Help him,” Nameless said, a grim set to his jaw as he hefted the axe and looked for a target.

Only there wasn’t one. The dwarves had vanished.

“Don’t be fooled, laddie. They’re still coming. Now get out of here.”

Nils didn’t need telling again. He ran, linking arms with Silas and dragging him along. The hand flopped out of the wizard’s pocket and sped ahead, leading them toward the black smudge in the north.

To Nils’s surprise, Nameless was powering after them. It was the first time he’d seen the dwarf look scared. Well, second, maybe, if you counted the serpent back at the lake. Third, if you considered the water—

A gray shape rose to intercept them, as if it had formed from the rocky earth. Nameless’s axe sheered through a shoulder, deep into the chest. The assassin dropped, gore spilling from the wound.

“Who sent you?” Nameless demanded, gripping him by the collar. “The Council?”

“Don’t… be… stu…”

“Who?” Nameless roared. He was shaking with rage, and veins were popping up on his neck and arms.

“Grago. Council… too weak. Hunted must become… hunter.” The assassin coughed up blood and went limp.

Nameless let go in disgust. “I knew it. Knew something was wrong.”

He hovered for a moment, as if deciding whether or not to go back.

The five pursuing assassins shifted in and out of vision. Another minute, and there’d be no choice but to stand and fight.

Nils drew his sword.

“Don’t be foolish,” Nameless said. “There’s nothing you can do. Nothing any of us can. Luck bagged me two of them, but the rest won’t be taking chances.”

As if on cue, the other five blurred into appearance, still some way off. They fanned out and then melded back into the scree.

Silas pulled away from Nils and was off after the hand like a seasoned athlete. It had to be the book doing it. How much more could his ailing body stand?

Nameless slapped Nils on the rump with the flat of his axe. “Go, laddie, and don’t look back.”

The dwarf didn’t wait for a response. He sprinted after Silas as fast as his legs could carry him.

Never one to take advice, Nils gave one last look behind and saw the air shimmer.

“Wait for me!” he yelled, running like all the demons of the Abyss were jabbing his arse with red-hot pokers. He sucked in great gulps of acrid air and hoped against hope he was as good a runner as he always boasted.
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“Will you get a move on!” Silas said.

He’d had quite enough of this. Nils was a damned sight younger than he was, and not only that, he was supposed to be a decent runner. Mind you, most things the lad said were a far cry from reality. They’d run for maybe a couple of miles, and already his tongue was lolling out like a dog’s. He was hunched over, gasping for air and dragging his feet in a staggered lurch. His running was clearly on a par with his fighting. Perhaps he was more suited to academia, after all. Silas would have guffawed at that, under any other circumstances, but not now, when the stakes were so high. Rough diamond, he told himself. With the right instruction, the lad might do well.

Nameless brought up the rear, virtually walking backward. He clutched the axe tightly to his chest, and his head was constantly twisting this way and that. Silas had never seen him so nervous. An army of dwarves wouldn’t have even fazed him. A handful of assassins, though, had him behaving more like a petrified turkey than the most feared warrior of his generation. Maybe it was the threat of a knife from nowhere, the fear of foes he couldn’t see.

“That’s me done,” Nils gasped, and threw himself to the ground. “Let them kill us. I ain’t taking another step.”

“But we’re almost there.” Silas gestured to the tangled darkness that awaited them.

Nothing else was visible beyond it, so vast was the slick of the forest of tar. Tortuous trunks of glistening blackness stooped beneath the weight of swollen clouds. Their limbs were intertwined, knotted overhead.

Dread clamored at the edges of his mind, made its presence felt in his bowels. But more powerful was the pull of the staff. Somewhere within that dark jungle, he could feel it calling to him. He was the Worthy, the one it was destined for. A few more hours, and he’d have everything. Everything.

“Almost is as good as it’s going to get,” Nameless said.

“Well that’s just ridiculous.” Silas turned on him. He wasn’t about to let the stunted bastard stop him now, not when he was so close. “I didn’t come all this way just so some… some…”

Nameless glared over his shoulder. “Ignorant grunt?”

“Yes. Uh, no. What I mean is, we’ve come so far. It’s just a staff, for pity’s sake. A staff that may have the power to cure me and get us out of here.”

“Oh, so that’s why you want it, is it? If you need something doing with that cough of yours, go see a healer.”

Nils sat up. “It’s too late for that, Nameless. He’s dying.”

“And because of that, we should turn to Blightey’s evil? This can only end one way, and I refuse to be a part of it.”

Silas felt things shifting in his favor. If he kept pressing now, they’d keep going. They were so near. So near. “All I want is for you to help me get through the forest. Once we pass the guardians, you can go.”

“I can go right now, laddie,” Nameless said. “I don’t need your permission.”

Silas winced as the hand scuttled across the ground and tugged on the leg of Nameless’s britches.

The dwarf swatted it off and swung his axe.

“No!” Silas cried.

The hand flipped through the air, blood spurting in its wake. Twitching by Nameless’s boot was its little finger. He ground it underfoot.

The hand crawled to Silas and spasmed as he stooped down to scoop it up. He tried to summon fire, with which to cauterize the wound, but the well was still dry. Apparently, fueling his body with frenzied energy was as much as the book was prepared to give. He tore off a strip from his shirt, wrapped it around the stump, and then placed the hand in his pocket.

“I see you’ve come a long way,” Silas said. “I’m starting to think your people might have a point.”

“It’s not…” Nameless started, jabbing his finger at Silas’s pocket. “Not the same. I mean, it’s a thing. It’s not natural.”

Silas sneered. “Classic demonization strategy. Sounds like the Ravine Butcher talking.”

“That’s not fair,” Nils said.

“No, laddie.” Nameless dropped his chin to his chest. “It’s fair. Just promise me one thing, Silas, and we’ll be good. Don’t enter the forest while I’m gone. It’s no place for the boy, and you know it.”

“Where are you going?” Silas asked.

“Back the way we came.”

Silas was torn between elation and despair. With Nameless out of the way, he could go where he liked, but without him, how would he get past the guardians? And then an idea struck him. The dwarf would do anything to keep Nils safe, that much was obvious.

“But what about the assassins?” Nils said.

Nameless shrugged. “I’ve not seen or heard a thing from them since we left the foothills leading away from the volcano.”

Things were just getting better and better, as far as Silas was concerned. “They’ve given up?”

“I doubt that. These shoggers have a reputation to keep. No, they’re probably just holding back till we exhaust ourselves. Most likely, they’re waiting for us to sleep.”

Nils drew his sword. “Then we take turns keeping watch. I’ll go first.”

Nameless raised a tremulous fist to his mouth. His eyes were unfocused, devoid of hope. “No, laddie. I can’t allow it. Even I barely saw the others, and I’m a dwarf, used to their stealth.”

“But my eyes are—”

“Nameless is right,” Silas said, sensing his opportunity. “No one disputes the fact that you have the eyes of an eagle, young Nils, but it is a particularly devious form of camouflage they are using.”

Nils sniffed at that, but his shoulders sagged, and he returned his sword to its scabbard.

“I’ll backtrack,” Nameless said. “Perhaps they won’t expect that. Maybe if I’m quiet—”

“You, quiet!” Nils said. “Shog, Nameless, you might as well drive a herd of cattle toward them. What if they hear you coming? Can you take them? All five of them?”

Nameless drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they had a steely set. “Whatever happens, laddie, don’t go into the forest. Remember our plan?”

“But I ain’t having it. If you go, I—”

“Remember our plan?” Nameless said again, hammering each syllable home. “Loop back to the volcano. I found some lava vents up above the talus. Some of them have been worked. Looks like they connect with tunnels beneath the roots of the mountain. You might be able to travel through them. I’ve a hunch they might be one of the permanent footprints Stupid—the fellow in motley back at the gorge—was talking about.”

“Worked?” Nils said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“My people once had plans to turn parts of Mount Sartis into a forge. They were going to divert the lava flow into specially prepared smithies, and our engineers drew up designs to shield them from eruptions. They never got to test it. Place was infested with goblins, and the dwarves had no stomach for war back then. Thing is, it wasn’t an original idea. Legends say the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch used the heart of a volcano to smelt their ore and power the city.”

“You think they were here?” Nils said.

“Someone was. I’ve seen the city of Arnoch. Seen the magnificence of its construction. A people who could build that might have had the ability to tame a volcano.”

“So, let’s all go,” Nils said. “Circle round behind those shoggers. Maybe after a rest I’ll—”

“It’s me they want,” Nameless said. “I doubt they’ll come looking for you. Either I’ll kill them, or…”

He turned away from them and headed back the way they’d just come.

“Or what?” Nils cried. “Or what?”

But Nameless kept on walking until he passed from view.

“Now, young Nils,” Silas said. He felt the weight of the hand leave his pocket, saw it flop to the ground, blood oozing from the binding around its stump. “You’re coming with me.”

“Shog off. Didn’t you hear what—”

The hand sprang like a frog and latched onto Nils’s face. The lad recoiled and beat at it with his fists, but it clamped itself over his mouth and nose and wouldn’t budge. It was as if it had become part of him.

“I can’t breathe,” Nils gasped.

The hand poked two fingers into his nostrils, and he was reduced to gurgling chokes.

“Shush,” Silas said. “Not a word. I’d prefer it if you came to no harm, but I’m not the one calling the shots. Clearly, my friend here agrees that you should tag along. I’m sure if you do as you’re told, he’ll relax his fingers and allow you to breathe. Only enough for the walk, mind,” he said to the hand. “Now, boy, do behave, and let’s get going.”

Nils’s breaths came in tortured wheezes, but he followed like an obedient dog when Silas headed toward the forest of tar.

Silas felt bad about it. Really bad. But needs must, and whichever way you looked at it, he needed Nameless’s help. Nils was the bait that would ensure he got it.

Of course, Nameless could have been right. Maybe he wouldn’t survive the assassins, but there was no point dwelling on that. If the dwarf died, Silas was as good as dead himself. He’d seen visions of the demons guarding the way to the staff, and he didn’t have a hope of defeating them. The worst thing was, if he didn’t make the attempt, he’d die anyway. He knew without a shadow of a doubt, the book would have no further use of him, and would simply let the illness take its course.

It was a desperate gambit, but it was the only chance he had. He had to believe the staff could cure him. Had to. But belief had never come easily to him. What little hope he’d had was trickling away like the lifeblood of a slaughtered lamb.

Face it, Silas, he thought grimly. You’re buggered.
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All he’d wanted was to help his people, tell them it was safe to go home. How had it gone so wrong?

Nameless growled deep in his throat. That was a question that didn’t deserve to be answered. Silas was right, he was just an ignorant grunt. Whatever made him think he could set things right with the dwarves of Arx Gravis, after what he’d done? It went wrong the minute he’d gone after the black axe.

That was Lucius’ doing, a whispering voice said from the pit of his mind. He started it.

Wouldn’t that have been easy? Blame someone else. The problem was, where would it end? Who was ultimately to blame? That bald bastard Aristodeus, for teaching Lucius seditious ideas? Droom and Yyalla, for raising such an inquisitive and rebellious child? Their parents before them? Was it the restrictive nature of dwarven society? Perhaps Maldark the Fallen was responsible; after all, he was the one to screw things up so badly in the first place. Or was it Sektis Gandaw’s fault for duping him? Shog, why not just go to the root of all the crap and have it out with the Demiurgos in his icy prison at the heart of the Abyss?

The fact was, none of that sat right with Nameless. He’d made his choices, and he needed to take responsibility for them.

He tried to snap out of it, focus on the terrain ahead. He hadn’t noticed when they were running, but the ground had a salt and pepper quality. He crouched down to scoop up some loose earth, letting it fall between his fingers. Half ash, half charcoal, or so it seemed. The whole expanse laid out before him was nothing but a wasteland, a kind of dead space between the forest of tar and the volcano.

He quickened his pace, glaring at the hazy air and daring it to form into an assassin. Oh, they had stealth on their side, but they’d still have to be good—very good—if they were going to bring him down while he wielded the axe. He’d always been a natural, gifted with lightning reflexes and balance that would have been the envy of most dancers. With the axe, though, he knew he was even better. Either his opponents had all grown suddenly slower, or his reactions were now so fast, it made them seem so. It didn’t exactly give him hope. He’d seen dwarven assassins at work before, knew how lucky he’d been to survive this long. The point was, he’d take a few more with him before he went down, because they’d need the skill of Shadrak the Unseen to catch him fully unawares, and that wasn’t very likely at all. Shadrak was one of a kind.

The dust and ash eventually gave way to cracked earth as he moved back into the foothills bordering the volcano. Last place he’d glimpsed a pursuer was the shallow valley he was just dipping into.

In spite of his fatalism, Nameless took a firmer grip on the axe. His muscles were already burning with the anticipation of sudden defense. Where were they hiding? Why were they taking so long? Surely five of them had the confidence to take down a lone dwarf, even one with his fearsome reputation.

He stiffened as he spotted a gray shape at a bend in the valley floor. At first, it looked like a fallen boulder, but Nameless had seen enough of dwarven camouflage to recognize a concealer cloak, the hood pulled up to cover the head. The assassin lay motionless. Had he seen Nameless coming? Was he pretending to be part of the scenery, waiting to strike as his quarry drew near?

Fingers curling and uncurling on the axe haft, Nameless crept toward him, eyes flicking left and right, in case the others were close by. This had all the hallmarks of a trap. Ten paces away, and the assassin still hadn’t moved. Five, four, three…

A dark puddle was soaking into the earth beneath the assassin’s head. His heart quickening, Nameless lunged in and grabbed the hood, tugging the dwarf onto his back. He raised the axe to strike and then frowned. The assassin’s eyes were dull and lifeless, an expression of surprise etched into the bloodless face. A slender gash ran from ear to ear across his throat.

Stepping over the corpse, Nameless rounded the bend and found another, this one supine, a dark patch staining the front of his jerkin.

The other three were further along the valley. They must have split up, one of them apparently trying to reach higher ground and then sliding down with a puncture wound in his back. They’d been isolated and slaughtered, one at a time.

It was unthinkable. What manner of foe could have done this?

He shielded his eyes against the emerging suns and squinted.

A large bird—perhaps an eagle—spiraled up on the thermals and soared toward the volcano with long lazy beats of its wings. Something about the bird made his heart hammer in his chest. Before he knew it, he was running through the valley and scrambling up the incline at its end.

The volcano was still some way off, and he could no longer see the bird. He was about to turn back, when someone stood up on a ledge halfway to the summit. Nameless took another lumbering step, but the figure slipped away out of sight with the grace of a cat.

It had been a woman, he was sure of it. She’d been silhouetted by the suns, obscured by the misty haze that cloaked the volcano, but he’d seen long hair, a slender frame, and clothing of dark leather.

“Gods of Arnoch,” Nameless said, shaking his head. “Ilesa.”

He was torn. He wanted so much to run after her, but he needed to get back for Nils’s sake, and to stop Silas from doing something stupid. He waited a moment, hoping against hope that she’d reappear, turn back into a bird and swoop down to him. For that’s what she’d done, he was certain of it. Ilesa had finally grown her wings.

The hope quickly faded, though. If she’d wanted to make contact, she could have done so at any time. Obviously, she’d been following. Obviously, she’d been the one to deal with the assassins.

Nameless screwed his face up, his muscles bunching in frustration. Why couldn’t she just come back and see for herself that he didn’t blame her? Why did women have to be so shogging complicated?

Hefting the axe over his shoulder, he headed back through the valley and out onto the plains of dust and ash. His thoughts were filled with memories of old friends, friends he’d left behind, friends he’d lost. Shadrak could be anywhere between Urddynoor and Aethir. Kaldwyn Gray loathed him with a passion. Cordy was about as far from being a friend now as you could get, even though she and Thumil had practically been family. And Thumil himself, poor old Thumil…

The inky blackness of the forest of tar appeared like a blot on the horizon before he realized he’d been lost in recollection and regret. He hurried the last half a mile, keen to find his companions and lead them away from the beckoning dark. But when he found the spot he’d left them in, there was no one there. Instead, two sets of footprints led through the ashen ground straight into the trees.
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Nils’s vision was all blurry. The shogging hand was practically smothering him, and it weren’t no joke. He was dizzy for want of air, and his heart rat-tat-tatted in his ribcage like a demented woodpecker.

The deeper they moved into the gloom of the forest, the worse it got. Trunks of oily blackness corkscrewed into the sky, their twisted limbs knotting overhead to shut out the light of the suns.

Silas led the way along a narrow path of black grit that crunched underfoot and released puffs of yellow gas. Whispers passed among the trees to either side. They were packed so tightly together that not even a mouse could have squeezed between them.

He would have asked Silas what the bleedin’ hurry was, if he could speak. The wizard’s energy had bounced back, by the looks of it, but Nils had been on his last legs before they entered the forest. It weren’t exactly getting any easier, neither, what with a finger up each nostril and a clammy palm over his mouth. First Nameless and now him. Who the shog did Silas think he was, going round controlling folk against their will? Nameless shouldn’t have stood for it, should have snouted him when he had the chance. It was all well and good being so understanding and the like, but it hadn’t exactly helped the situation none.

Silas stopped dead in his tracks and turned a slow circle. His eyes were so red, they seemed to burn from their sockets. He was breathing ten to the dozen, ragged, panting half-breaths that rattled in his throat.

“Listen,” he said, holding a hand to his ear.

Nils could hear it right enough: a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, like the sound of a windmill’s sails chopping the air.

“You feel that?” Silas said.

At each beat, warm air wafted over Nils. He nodded, but quickly stopped when the hand tightened its hold. If it shoved its fingers any further up his nose, it would skewer his brain, and that wouldn’t be no good for studying. Still, at least if it did any more spell-hunting through the grimoire, the pages would get stuck together. You had to be thankful for little victories.

“Careful now.” Silas continued warily along the path. “We’re very, very close.”

The heat grew with every step, until Nils was sweating like a pig.

The path came to an abrupt end, but then the trees in front flowed aside in a slick, squelching wave to reveal an archway made of warped bones.

The whole thing appeared to have been melted together. Before the archway were dozens of skeletons, their clothes charred and covered with mildew. Within the arch, an enormous flaming sword spun a vicious circle, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.

“This is it,” Silas said, taking the grimoire from its satchel and leafing through it. “The first guardian. There’s a question in here, a riddle of sorts. Blightey made it up to jog his memory. Ah, here it is.” He squinted at the page, coughed into his hand, and read: “Seven men of Verusia headed into a templum when it started to rain. The six who ran got soaked to the skin, but the one who stayed still remained dry. Why?”

Nils tried to speak, but the hand squeezed hard. He knew that word—templum—it was in the Liber Via. “It’s a temple,” he wanted to say, but then realized that Silas would have already known that. After all, he was the one who’d taught him.

“Don’t!” Silas said, jabbing a finger at him. “Don’t make a sound. I’m concentrating.”

Shog you, then, Nils thought.

“Now templum’s just Ancient Urddynoorian for temple,” Silas said, steepling his fingers and starting to pace.

That’s what I was gonna say!

“So why would seven men go to the temple?”

To pray? What else would you do at a temple? Now hang on a minute… 

Nils started to grunt and hop from foot to foot. They hadn’t exactly had temples back home in New Londdyr. It weren’t so long ago the Senate had banned all religion. But they hadn’t banned funerals. He remembered going to one, when Gramps kicked the bucket. There’d been these six geezers carrying the coffin. That was it. That was the answer.

“I won’t warn you again,” Silas said. He turned to face the flaming sword. “The seventh man prayed harder?” Nothing. “He was the holiest?” No change. “He was standing under a tree? No wait, he was in a carriage. Yes, he drove to the templum in a carriage.” Nothing. “With a roof?”

Nils rolled his eyes and turned his palms up.

“This is getting ridiculous,” Silas said. “Presumably, Blightey wants the Worthy to get to the staff. Why’s he have to make things so bloody difficult?”

It’s not difficult, dung-brain. You’re just a stupid plonker, is all. Nils started coughing as loud as he could, given his predicament. Surely, that would be hint enough.

“Right, that’s it!” Silas said, ripping the hand from Nils’s face and cramming it into his pocket. “If you’ve got something to say, say it. Go on, spit it out.”

“Coffin,” Nils blurted, at the same time trying to get a good lungful of air, in case Silas put the hand back.

“Yes, I know you were, and probably just to annoy me. Now, what was it you wanted to tell me?”

“He was in a coffin—the seventh man. That’s why he was still. The other six were pall… pall… carrying it.”

“Pallbearers?”

“Yes. I think.”

Silas turned back to the archway. “So, the answer’s coffin?”

The sword froze in mid-spin, winked a couple of times, and vanished.

“That, my dear Nils, is why I’m called the Worthy, whereas you are merely my pupil. When you’re not being an irritating turd, that is.”

Nils started to say something but then stopped himself. What would be the point? People like Silas had been doing that to him all his life—making him feel a dunce and taking the credit for anything he did well. Not only that, but a madness had crept into Silas’s eyes, the sort you couldn’t argue with unless you wanted a clip round the ear. Gramps had been the same, especially when he had a few beers in him. Made Dad’s always being away on for days on end that much harder, knowing that stroppy bastard was in charge.

“Come on,” Silas said.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Nameless? Thought you said—”

“Now, before it comes back.” Silas headed through the archway and continued along the path.

Nils had half a mind to leg it back the way they’d come. Problem was, it weren’t just the thought of the hand that kept him rooted to the spot; it was fear plain and simple. Fear of being alone in the forest, but also fear of what Silas might do. He was so changed, so driven, Nils was starting to wonder if he was the same bloke he’d met outside of Malfen. Wondered if he was a bloke at all, and not some demon from the Abyss.

“How’d you know it’s coming back?”

Silas glared over his shoulder, a barely suppressed snarl on his face. “I don’t, idiot boy, but it would be really bloody annoying if it did. Understand?”

“All right. All right. Keep your hair on. I just thought—”

“Well don’t. You’ll do yourself an injury.”

They followed the snaking track deeper into the trees. It wound about the thicker trunks, sometimes doubled back on itself, twisting and turning, always the slenderest of channels, barely keeping the knotted blackness at bay.

When they happened upon a clearing, Nils thought they’d arrived. He was almost relieved to get it over and done with, but Silas’s demeanor told him there was still some way to go.

“Perhaps we should wait here,” Silas said. “I don’t like the feel of this place. Reminds me of… When I was a child, my uncle had this—not my real uncle, you understand, one of my mother’s…” His voice trailed away as he stared into the trees. The redness had gone from his eyes. He looked suddenly frail again. Utterly human.

“What is it?” Nils said, moving to his side. “What’s it remind you of?”

Silas frowned at him, as if he didn’t understand the question. He ran a hand through his slick hair and sucked in a wheezy breath.

“Do you think it’s too late? I mean, if we left now…” He started to unshoulder his satchel, but the hand scurried up his coat and down his sleeve to take a firm grip on his wrist. Silas closed his eyes and shook his head. “Just an idea,” he said.

The hand released him and dropped back into his pocket.

“We’ll wait,” Nils mouthed, hoping the hand wouldn’t hear. “He’ll come. You’ll see.”

Silas swallowed and licked his lips. When he opened his eyes, he looked lost, clueless.

“Come on,” Nils said a little louder. “Let’s rest up.” If the shogging hand made a move, he’d stick it with his sword and stamp it underfoot. He was fast. It’d be as easy as… an easy thing.

“Yes, let’s do,” Silas said. Only, it couldn’t have been Silas. The voice came from the trees.

And yet, there he was, plain as day. Silas—a much fresher, naked version, who looked like he’d just stepped out of the bathtub—was walking toward them with his tadger in hand.

“Shog me for a shogging shogger,” Nils said. Just when he thought things couldn’t get no worse, there was two of them.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no,” Nils’s Silas was saying through chattering teeth. His entire body was shaking. “We’re going to die. We’re going to—”

“Crap!” Nils said as another figure emerged from the blackness. It was like looking in a mirror, only he doubted he appeared so clean after all his travels, and there was no way he’d be seen starkers. Not by no one. He gawped at where his double’s hands were cupped over its crotch.

“Knew you’d be embarrassed, like,” the naked Nils said. “So I kept the old maggot covered. Oops!” he squealed, raising his arms. A black vine uncoiled from where his thingy should have been and sprang.

Nils was too shocked to get out of the way, but the tip of the tendril stopped a hair’s breadth from his face, swaying like a snake about to strike. The end started to bulge, and then split as a mouth forced its way out.

Nils was shaking so much, he thought his joints would come apart and pitch him to the ground in a quivering heap. He’d have preferred it if they had. As it was, all he could do was stand and gulp and hope his bowels behaved, as a gristly tongue poked between the lips and moistened them—a tongue on the end of a vine that was his thingy. It darted out and gave his cheek a big slobbering lick, and then the tendril retracted to the double’s groin. Nils felt sick to his guts. He swayed and groaned, tried to keep it in, but then his stomach turned a somersault and he spewed all over his boots.

“You like that?” the naked Nils said. “I do hope so, because I’ve got a whole lot more for you.”

Nils pushed against his thighs and straightened up. He wiped the puke from his mouth with his shirt sleeve. He wanted desperately to run, but his legs threatened to buckle.

Silas was on his hands and knees, whimpering. His teeth chattered so loud, they could have shattered. His double was gyrating its hips over his buttocks, its monstrous thingy firmly in hand.

“My,” naked Silas said. “Don’t you think you’re a bit overdressed?”

“Well, if you want my opinion,” a deep voice rumbled from behind Nils, “I’d prefer it if they kept their clothes on. Two lily-white arses is already too much for this old dwarf. Four would probably finish me off.”

The doubles both hissed and backed away as Nameless entered the clearing, axe casually slung over his shoulder.

“Now, I would tell you to pick on someone your own size, but you see the problem.” He gestured to himself. “And before you tell me there’s another one of you hiding in there that looks like me,”—he glanced at his crotch—“I doubt you’ve got what it takes.”

A third figure slunk from the trees. From the waist down, it was misshapen blackness. The upper half was barrel-chested, the muscles of its shoulders and arms swollen and defined, but the bearded face was only part-formed, eyes wide with shock, mouth hanging open like an idiot’s.

Nameless flexed his arm and held it up for comparison, then shook his head and sneered.

The three doubles roared at the dark canopy of the forest. They began to whirl in tight circles, stretching out their arms as black wisps of smoke wrapped around them. They spun faster and faster, merging with each other and swelling to the size of a house.

Nils was blown back by some invisible wind, but Nameless grabbed his collar and held him firm. Nils caught Silas by the coat as he hurtled by.

The sparkle of humor left Nameless’s eyes. They grew hard and dark. Now they were the eyes of the Butcher.

“Stay here,” Nameless growled as the wind died down.

Standing in place of the three doubles was a giant formed from tar. It was vaguely human-shaped but had no face, and its hands were fingerless, two immense clubs.

“Nameless, don’t!” Nils cried. “It’s too big.”

The dwarf looked like a child as he strode toward the monster, picking up his pace, skipping, bounding into a charge.

A formless fist came straight at him, but he spun around it, smacking his axe into an ankle. It bit deep, but it was like a logger making his first cut. He drew back to swing again, but the other club-fist rushed toward him. This time, he dived and rolled. The fist crashed into the ground, throwing up grit and a puff of yellow smoke. Nils staggered under the impact, almost lost his footing.

Nameless was relentless, hammering the axe against the same ankle, chopping with ferocious abandon. It was like water eroding a cliff, Nils thought, but then he saw that Nameless was doing some real damage, sending globs of black goo flying from the ever-deepening wound.

The tar-giant stamped, and Nameless tumbled head over heels. Before he could stand, a fist slammed into the earth beside his head. He dropped the axe and crawled out of the way of another bludgeoning punch. He rolled onto his back and held out his hand for the axe to fly into.

The other fist crashed down, and Nameless only just avoided being pulped. He made it to his feet as the monster stamped again, losing him his balance, and then it swung both formless hands in a sledgehammer blow. The instant before impact, Nameless dived and landed sprawled face down in the dirt.

Something crossed Nils’s vision, and he could only gawp as Silas dashed between the monster’s legs and ran deeper into the forest.

“Silas, no!” he cried, but he didn’t really expect an answer.

Nameless stood and shook the grogginess from his head.

“He’s gone,” Nils said. “Gone after the staff. We have to stop—”

The tar-giant squelched and lumbered toward them.

“Will… you… shog off!” Nameless bellowed, and hurled the axe. It spun haft over blades, whistling through the air to bury itself deep in the monster’s gargantuan head.

A little too deep, if you asked Nils.

“Oh, shog,” Nameless said.

“Crap,” Nils agreed.

The tar-giant raised both fists. Nils backed into an oily tree trunk and turned round in despair. There was nowhere left to run. The forest had crept up on them while they were distracted.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said, holding his hands high in a vain attempt to ward off the blow.

Nils was halfway to turning back to face his doom, when a blinding flash of silver burst from the monster’s head and kept sparking and expanding.

Time seemed to freeze for an instant, and then the head exploded in a spray of tar, and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords shot into the sky like a comet.

“Paxy!” Nameless cried. “Gods of Arnoch, you did it!” He pulled Nils into a bear hug. “She did it! I think she likes me again.”

The monster splashed to the ground in a viscous pool of blackness.

Nameless held out his hand to catch the returning axe, but it missed him entirely and hit the earth with a thud.

“Paxy?”

He let go of Nils and knelt beside the axe, scooping it into his arms like he might have done a sick child.

“She’s injured, Nils.”

“How’d you know?” Nils peered over the dwarf’s shoulder. The weapon looked the same as ever, far as he was concerned. Maybe a little duller, but he couldn’t really tell.

“I just know. She… It’s hard to explain. She sends me feelings.”

Nameless pushed himself to his feet and took a two-handed grip on the haft. “She’s hurt really badly. She won’t be doing that again. Ever.”

“Silas…” Nils said. He felt bad mentioning it, but something had to be done.

“Wait here,” Nameless said. “I’ll go after him.”

“But—”

“Wait!”

And with that, he was off along the path, leaving Nils alone with his unvoiced words.

I can help.

Yeah, right, he thought to himself. Fat lot of good you’d be, Fargin.







SILAS







The path grew more and more like a labyrinth the further Silas was drawn into the forest. And drawn he was, he had no doubt about that now.

His feet were a couple of half-starved dogs that had just heard the dinner bell. They moved at a pace that belied his exhausted body. Sweat streamed down his face, burned his eyes. His mind was awash with promises—all the things that would be his once he had the staff: knowledge to rival that of Blightey himself; strength to face down any foe the way Nameless did; confidence, certainty, a boundless well of energy; and more than all of that, health, the chance to thumb his nose at the fate that had no right to treat him so badly.

He raced on through the black trees, coughing and clutching at his chest. His lungs were no more than tattered rags, sliced into a thousand strips by acid-dipped razors.

It wasn’t just promises his mind threw up, either. His churning thoughts recounted the warnings he’d heard back at the Academy, the endless lectures on the perils of Blightey’s way, the scaremongering over his book. Somewhere on the periphery of his consciousness, he knew they were right, knew that he’d been hoodwinked, led by his own weaknesses to a place he’d rather not have gone. But it was too late for that. He was in too deep. The compulsion to see this through was irresistible. He longed for the staff. Sweated for it. Burned for it.

But it’s lying to you, an inner voice said. It was funny but it reminded him of Nils. Good old simple Nils. Not simple as in stupid. Simple as in honest, earthy, transparent. If only I’d been like him, the voice of a sniveling child whined in his head.

But you’re not, another said, clipped and cold.

Silas’s heart skipped a beat, and a third voice chipped in to comfort him.

You are the Worthy, the truest of knowledge-seekers. Peace is within your grasp. The peace of great wisdom. Great power.

Yes! A part of him wanted to shout.

No! came the echo, spiraling away into emptiness.

He could scarcely tell his heartbeats from the gravel crunching beneath his boots. He had a sudden panic and looked down. It was no longer gravel he walked over. It was fragments of blackened bone.

Almost there, the soothing voice said. You’re doing so well. So well.

A chill wind gusted down the path, skirled around him, and blew him on. The oily limbs of the trees swayed to its eerie rhythm.

Silas cast a look over his shoulder. He wasn’t sure what he hoped to see. Nils perhaps, pulling him back from the brink. Nameless charging to the rescue. Instead, he was faced with the forest closing up behind him, giving him no option but to go on.

“Too late, Silas,” he muttered. “Too late. No one’s coming this time.”

Take heart, my Worthy. It’s almost over, and then you’ll fear no more.

Take heart? Yes, that was it. He needed strength now, not weakness. Only the strong could have made it this far. Only the resolute, the fearless, could win the prize. He’d been given so much, and what was it all for, if he balked at the final hurdle?

Yes, my Worthy, yes, the soothing voice said. Make keen your focus. Hone your will. You must become the arrow that pierces the cloud of ignorance, the dart that flies true to the heart of all knowledge. All knowledge!

“I’m coming!” Silas cried, tears flowing down his cheeks. “I’m coming!”

And then he burst upon a grove of twelve mighty boughs arranged in a circle. At its center, bound in briars and creepers and rooted to the earth, stood a twisted staff carved from blackest ebony.







NAMELESS







Nameless had barely gone a dozen yards, when the trees in front closed over the trail. Their roots were undulating tendrils that gave them a gliding motion so fine it was almost imperceptible. If he didn’t act, and act soon, he’d lose sight of the rapidly fading path altogether.

He hacked deep into the nearest trunk, and the entire tree bowed backward, as if it couldn’t bear to be touched. He struck another, and the same thing happened. And then he was pressing forward, swinging the axe left and right, forcing his way after Silas.

A branch whipped down at him, but he ducked beneath it and hammered the axe into oily bark. Slick black vines coiled about his legs, but the twin blades sheered through them like butter. Paxy might have been damaged, but she was still keener than any axe he’d known.

His shoulders were burning from the force of his blows, his forearms pumped and growing numb. The effort of fighting for every inch of progress was draining him one step at a time. Already, he was starting to slow. His breaths came quick and ragged, and his heartbeat throbbed between his ears. He growled his frustration, roared it. One more push, just one more. But there was always another.

A thorny creeper snagged his beard, and a vine snaked about his wrist. A fierce tug, and he was clear, but he blundered right on into a trunk.

Limbs wrapped around him, tightened about his chest. He strained and strained, but the pressure on his lungs was too great. He couldn’t breathe. His head swam, and he was losing sensation in his arms and legs. Paxy hung loose in his grasp. He would have dropped her, but she stuck fast to his weakening fingers. He felt her shudder, felt her impart what little was left of her strength. It was a mere trickle—all she had left.

Bunching every muscle in his torso, he leaned into his bonds, gritting his teeth and forcing his feet against the trunk. His thighs screamed under the pressure, but he was relentless. One last impossible effort, one last heave…

A shrill scream came from somewhere deep within the tree. Its limbs ripped free, and Nameless was pitched flat on his face. On instinct, he rolled and hurled Paxy. She sliced clean through glistening bark and inky sap to the other side, reversed her flight, and struck again. This time, the trunk split down the middle and fell away.

The axe shot into Nameless’s hand just like her old self.

“Still got the strength for a bit of clobbering, then,” he said, already up and pushing ahead. “That’s my girl.”

He swayed aside from a lashing creeper, leapt over a coiling root, hacked left, struck right, and then he was through, stumbling into a circular clearing that was ringed with towering black trees.

Silas stood at the center, reaching toward a sapling wreathed in brambles. Only, it wasn’t a sapling, Nameless realized. It was the black staff from his vision.

The axe trembled in his grasp. He felt her fear as ice creeping through his veins. He took a firmer grip, tried to impart a calm he did not feel.

“Silas, no!” he called, taking a step forward and plunging to his knees.

The axe had suddenly grown leaden. He released his grip and regained his feet, leaving Paxy on the ground.

“Nameless?” Silas twisted his face away from the staff, but his hands still hovered inches from its dark and twisted wood. His eyes were pools of blood, and crimson tears streaked his face.

“Nameless, is that you?” The words came out in a parched whisper interspersed with rattling coughs. He was hunched over, wincing and grimacing.

Nameless held out a hand and edged nearer. “Come away from that thing, Silas. You don’t have to do this.”

“I’m sorry,” Silas said. “Sorry I left you back there. I had to come. Had to.”

“I know, laddie,” Nameless said, taking another step. He knew what it was like, more than anyone. “That’s what this kind of evil does to you. Promises you everything. Makes you feel you can’t live without it.”

“But what if I can’t?”

“You can, laddie. Trust me, you can.”

A tremor ran through the wizard’s body. His mouth gaped, and drool ran down his chin. “I don’t know that. I feel… feel so weak. Please… Just one touch, and I will… I will feel like—”

“Like a god?” Nameless knew all about that. Until the moment he’d seen the black axe in the bowels of Gehenna he’d always been content with a flagon of ale and a rousing song. Ask him if he wanted to be a god, and he’d have laughed in your face. Why would anyone want that kind of hassle? But the black axe had changed everything.

“Yes, a god,” Silas said. “Then nothing will harm me.” He coughed violently, and a slurry of black spew issued forth.

“Nothing you can see, maybe.” Nameless inched closer. “Give me your hand, Silas. Come on. Let me help—”

“I can’t,” Silas screamed, clawing at his face and swaying. “I’m not strong like you. I’m not strong.”

“You are, laddie. Trust me. You are.”

Silas’s eyes widened in a look of pure terror. The skin of his cheeks was lacerated and seeping fresh blood that mingled with the ooze of his tears. He looked at Nameless in bewildered anguish and then turned back to the staff.

“No!” Nameless cried.

“I’m sorry, I must.” Silas stretched out his hands. “It’s all I have.”

His fingers curled around the black wood, and ecstasy spread across his face. His eyes closed, his lips trembled, and he let out a long shuddering sigh.

Maybe Nameless had got it wrong. Maybe the vision was just the product of his messed up mind.

Silas stiffened and arched his back so far, Nameless thought it might break. At the same time, a window of blackness opened up in the air and began to grow until it was the size of a cartwheel.

The murky light within the grove died wherever it touched the dark. It seemed nothing could stand its touch, nothing could survive within its formlessness. It was the utter emptiness of the Void.

Nameless felt its pull, felt it demanding all that he was. Part of him wanted to give himself up, too, disappear from the world as completely as his name. He stared at it in rapt fascination, started to extend a hand. But then Silas let out a bloodcurdling scream, and the spell was broken.

Silas’s face was warping, stretching, as if it were a mask being pulled apart by unseen hands. His screams grew shriller, until his eyes burst, and his head collapsed in on itself. His body pitched over backward, the stump of his neck neatly cauterized.

The pulpy remains of his head hung in midair and then started to dissolve into wisps of smoke that were drawn inexorably into the Void. Where they touched the darkness, they were immediately snuffed from existence. But then something started to form in their stead. Ghostly fragments of what looked like bone swirled upon the surface of the Void, knitting together and solidifying in the shape of a skull.

The chill touch of recognition crawled up Nameless’s spine.

“Blightey,” he whispered.

Flames formed a sinister halo around the skull, and the eye sockets glowed like embers. It fixed him with a hellish stare that burned away every last vestige of hope. Paralysis insinuated its way into his limbs, a thousand times worse than his darkest depression. He’d seen those eyes before. Seen their cruel intelligence. Seen what they’d done to his friends back in Verusia.

It floated free of the Void, which contracted to a point and then vanished. Nameless willed himself to look away, but he was held fast, helpless against Blightey’s ravenous stare. He knew what was to come—knew those eyes were going to drink his soul, but at the very last moment, the skull broke off and drifted over to Silas’s headless body.

“No,” Nameless managed to say through chattering lips. “No.”

It lowered itself to Silas’s neck and twisted itself into position. First one leg twitched, then the other.

The corpse sat bolt upright, touched both hands to the skull, and clicked it firmly into place. Effortlessly, it stood, as if a puppeteer were pulling it up by invisible strings.

A squelching, rustling sound rose up as sinews and veins formed over the bony surface of the skull. Layers of fat and flesh grew on top of them, and jaundiced eyes filled out the sockets. Grey hair, coiffed and stained with dirty yellow streaks, sprouted from the scalp.

It was the same bloodless face Nameless had seen in Verusia: long aquiline nose, wide, almost lipless mouth, and teeth like weatherworn tombstones.

With the carefree abandon of the supremely confident, Blightey turned his attention back to Nameless. It wasn’t the probing scrutiny Nameless had expected, though. There was no dissecting stare, no sadistic calculation. All he saw was the blind, unadulterated rage of a dumb beast.

He tried to shake off the paralysis as Blightey approached, but he might as well have been held firm by a hundred strong men. Nameless tried to scream but couldn’t as the Lich Lord grabbed a handful of beard and stared into his eyes. White hot chains tightened around his head. All his thoughts, memories and feelings collided and swept through his mind. He tried to clutch at images, give himself something to hold onto, an anchor for his will, but none of them were strong enough, not Nils, not Ilesa, and certainly not poor Silas. Their faces gave way to scenes of torture, bodies impaled upon spikes, an eternity of unimaginable torment. He felt his eyes bulging, fit to burst. Give him any sort of death, but not this. Not—

Golden brilliance danced across his vision. There was an urgent prod at his hand, and his fingers opened on instinct, closing around the haft of the axe.

Fire surged through his veins, kindled his will, and he tore his eyes away from Blightey’s.

The axe swept down and the Lich Lord fell back, blood pumping from the stump of his wrist. Silas’s wrist.

Nameless ripped the severed hand from his beard and roared a battle cry, but Blightey reached for the black staff and pulled it from the ground. A cloud of noxious vapors spilled from its tip, burning Nameless’s eyes and throat. 

Blinking back tears and covering his mouth and nose with his hand, Nameless circled around the billowing brume. He could just about see Blightey’s outline through the smoke, directing the tip of the staff to his wrist and discharging dark fire to seal the wound.

As the fumes dissipated, the sorcerous hand crawled from Blightey’s pocket and snapped itself into place on the stump. The blood-drenched bindings on its little finger fell away to reveal a perfectly healed nub, which rapidly grew, twitching, until it was a brand new digit. It was the wrong hand—left when it should have been right—but then the fingers and thumb retracted and re-emerged the right way round.

Nameless bellowed and raised the axe to strike, but Blightey let off a series of fireballs that had him diving and rolling out of the way. The last exploded inches from his face, singeing his beard. His vision blurred, and his nostrils were filled with the stench of sulfur. He tried to rise but fell back, a ringing in his ears and a fierce pounding in his head.

Blightey pulled out the grimoire and flicked through the pages, growling like a wild beast. Everything he was doing seemed to be blind instinct, pure malice. There was a flash from the open page that triggered a response in the staff. Black flames licked along its length and spread throughout Blightey’s body. He staggered back, dropping the book and the staff so that he could hold his head. He screamed a long drawn out scream that turned into a wail and then an exultant cry.

“I remember!” he said. “It worked.” He scooped up the book and kissed it before placing it back in the satchel. The staff rose of its own accord and settled into his hand. “A lifetime of memory encoded in sigils and twisted wood. I knew it. I knew I could…”

He turned to face Nameless. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten you, my little friend. Your face is permanently etched into my mind, along with those of your companions. No one breaks into my home without severe consequences.” He splayed his fingers, and the air about them rippled.

A thick spider’s web fell over Nameless. He tried to throw it off, but it stuck to his limbs and weighed him down.

“I’ve half a mind to make you an example, like I did that delightful holy man I set upon a spike in Verusia. I almost feel guilty I can’t recall his name. Do you—”

“Go shog yourself.” With a grunt, Nameless snapped one of the threads and then worked a hole in the web with Paxy’s blades.

“Now there’s a thought,” Blightey said. “Speaking of shogging, my staff has something of a special relationship with your axe.” He lowered its tip and Paxy trembled in Nameless’s grip. “Apparently, they’re siblings, and big brother here is not at all happy with his little sister.”

Nameless tried to hurl the axe at Blightey, but she clung to his hand.

A black ray shot from the staff, and Paxy threw up a shield of golden light to block it. As Nameless staggered back under the force of the magical attack, the axe’s terror boiled up in his mind. The staff’s assault was overwhelming, and Paxy shook with increasing violence. It was only a matter of moments before her defense collapsed. The shield started to buckle and spin, sending off aureate sparks.

“Now, this is going to be fun,” Blightey said, as the black ray bored through. “This is going to—”

“Oi, shog breath!”

Nils ran from the tree line, swinging his sword with both hands. The blade smashed down into Blightey’s head and should have split it like a melon, but it only ripped through the flesh to bounce harmlessly from the skull. Blightey lurched under the force of the blow, and the black ray fizzled out of existence.

Nameless charged but drew up sharp as Blightey raised the staff, and Nils was thrown straight up into the air, where he hung suspended from invisible hooks. He almost dropped his sword, somehow managed to sheathe it, and then clutched at his throat, face red, eyes bulging.

New skin grew over the wound to Blightey’s head, and he wagged a finger at Nameless. “You like the boy, I can see that. I’m rather partial myself. Now, do be a good dwarf and remove yourself from my personal space.”

“Let him go,” Nameless said.

“What’s he done?” Nils coughed and spluttered. “What’s he done to Silas?”

“Silas is gone.” The words sounded like someone else’s to Nameless, hollow and devoid of feeling.

“No!” Nils cried. “You’re dead, shogger. You hear me?”

Blightey gave him a broad smile that was all rotten teeth. “I am indeed, and have been for some time. As regards your recently departed friend, it was an unfortunate necessity. You see, the Void is like a bank. You have to make a deposit before you can draw anything out, and we all know how inflexible bankers are with their rules.”

Nameless advanced a step but froze when Blightey aimed the staff at Nils, black flames dancing upon its tip.

“That’s better,” Blightey said. “I’d say your friend has scant seconds of life remaining, wouldn’t you? It’s fascinating to note the little discrepancies between individuals in their death throes. Will they defecate or not? Will they pass urine? Do you know, I once had a chap—”

“Nameless!” Nils made a strangled gargle.

“Put him down, Blightey,” Nameless said, brandishing the axe. “Now!”

“Unfortunate choice of words,” Blightey said with the raise of an eyebrow. “The difficulty for you is that you are entirely powerless. I could quite happily have my way with him, and you would have to stand and watch. Actually, that’s given me an idea.”

Black shapes shifted at the edge of the clearing. The twelve trees that made up the grove toppled over at the same time. The instant they struck the earth, they became gigantic squid-like monstrosities with scales of polished obsidian. Swift as arrows, they rippled across the ground to form a wall between Nameless and Blightey. Nils was dangling above their questing tentacles.

“Now, my dear Worthy, God rest his soul…” Blightey gave Nameless a searching look and shrugged. “Tsk, tsk. I’m terribly sorry. Wrong world, wrong time. No God here, eh? What is it at this juncture? Science? Or lots of gods and goddettes? Now where was I? Oh, yes, my Worthy, Silas, was kind enough to loan me his memories as we passed each other on the edge of the Void. Lucky old me, I say. Nice chap, and utterly malleable. Ordinarily, I’d have kept him. You can never have enough apprentices, and he did show some promise. Anyway, it seems you’ve been on a bit of a trek, a mission of mercy.” He gave a sly grin. “The last dwarves of Arx Gravis, if I’m not mistaken, on the run from a certain Ravine Butcher. I’ll tell you what, let’s spice things up a bit.”

He waved the staff, and Nils dropped on top of a squid. The others coiled their limbs around the lad, knotting their bodies together, until only his head protruded.

“I’ll hang on to the boy while you go save your people.”

“What?” Nameless said, dread starting to seep through his veins. “Save them from what?”

Blightey cocked his head and held a hand to his ear.

Distant screeches rose on the gathering breeze.

“I know this must come as a bit of a shock,” Blightey said, “but I must confess, I introduced some creatures of my own to Qlippoth centuries ago. My personal imprint, if you like. Even I find them a trifle unsettling. What you can hear are my feeders. Insatiable creatures that live to feast and disgorge so they can feast again. Tell them what’s on the menu, and they won’t stop until the plate is licked thoroughly clean—figuratively speaking, of course. I’ve suggested they might want to try dwarf flesh.”

Nameless felt panic rise to engulf him. “You’ve sent them after my people?”

“Well, they’re actually coming for you first. Your people are next, but if you’re fast enough, you might just be able to warn them. You still have time.” 

Blightey made a show of looking at his wrist and then gave a sheepish grin. 

“Silly me. Not my body, and besides, you’ve probably never heard of a watch. If you set off now, you might give the dwarves a head start. Oh, it’s ultimately futile, but that’s half the fun of it.”

“The boy,” Nameless said. “Give me the boy.”

“And why would I do that?” Blightey’s eyes hardened, and the humor left his voice. “Now run along, dwarf with no name. The clock’s ticking, and the feeders won’t wait.”

A rustle made Nameless look behind. The trees shuffled away from the path, inviting him to follow it. He turned back and cried his frustration.

“Nils!”

“Go,” Nils said, gasping like a drowning man, head poking out above the tentacles. “Save them.”

Blightey chuckled. “Yes, do.”

“I’ll be all right,” Nils said, a quaver in his voice. “I ain’t scared of this shogger. Soon as I get out of here, he’s got it coming.”

“Promises, promises,” Blightey said.

“But I can’t,” Nameless said. “I can’t leave you.”

Howl after howl tore through the clearing from the north.

Blightey waved Nameless toward the path. “Don’t worry, he’ll be quite safe with me.”

“Just go!” Nils yelled, as the squid things smothered him with their bodies and slithered away into the trees.

Blightey stood to one side, apparently without a care in the world, as the forest began to shake under the approach of the feeders.

And then Nameless was pelting along the path faster than he’d ever run before.

At his heels came a terrible baying, the anticipation of the feeding frenzy to come.


PART FIVE




BANE OF THE LICH LORD







“It is absolutely necessary, for the peace and safety of mankind, that some of earth’s dark, dead corners and unplumbed depths be let alone; lest sleeping abnormalities wake to resurgent life, and blasphemously surviving nightmares squirm and splash out of their black lairs to newer and wider conquests.”




(H.P. Lovecraft, At The Mountains of Madness)







ILESA




Ilesa rode the gusting wind, banking into a steep turn that swept her into the thunderhead. Sleet pelted her tiny frame, ran off her feathers in icy streams. She corkscrewed higher and higher, letting the currents drive her above the storm.

The twin suns blazed briefly, then slipped back beneath the angry gray. It was all the respite she needed. Steeling herself against the squall, she drew back her wings, dropped her head, and plummeted through the clouds.

The air screamed past her ears, whistled through her plumage, and then she was beneath the muggy ceiling and swooping toward her prey.

At least that’s how it felt. She had to remind herself who she really was. What she was. It had taken her years to effect the transformation into a bird, and she was finding it all a bit too invigorating. First, she’d gone for an eagle’s form; it was just like her to reach for the heights, but she knew she’d drawn attention, and Nameless had seen her when she’d landed on the volcano. That’s why she’d chosen a crow this time. They were so plentiful in Qlippoth, along with the vultures, that no one was likely to notice, least of all him.

The dwarf was a hundred feet below, running for his life. Even from such a distance, her keen eyes could see the sweat pouring off him as his stumpy legs pounded the earth. He was scared, she could tell that for a fact. No, more than scared: he was terrified.

She glided down into the valley that approached the volcano, allowing herself a pat on the back for taking out the assassins.

They had grown careless, probably on account of their cloaks, which merged with the terrain. Such arrogance was often a fatal mistake, in her experience.

“The wolf on the hill has nowhere to go but down,” she remembered Master Plaguewind saying. “There’s always someone hungrier coming up behind.”

She’d only ever seen Nameless this scared once before, and that was when he was floundering in the lake with a giant serpent somewhere beneath him. On dry land, he’d happily stand toe to toe with anyone, but take him out of his comfort zone, and he was a victim, just like everyone else.

As she winged closer, she could hear Nameless’s ragged panting, see the flush of his face. He was at his limit, that was plain, but he still kept going, as if all the hounds of the Abyss were on his heels. He was spooked, and whatever had done it was back in the tangled mass of the black forest he’d emerged from when she’d first spotted him.

She’d tracked him ever since she’d lost hope of finding her way out of Qlippoth. The land kept shifting, throwing her into more and more dire situations.

But the serpent’s lake had drawn her back when she’d taken to the air. She’d seen its glimmering water from miles away, and stupidly allowed herself to hope that Nameless would have returned there to wait for her, that she’d have the guts to face him, apologize for her weakness.

For that’s what it was, she knew deep down, but the realization did nothing to dampen her guilt. If he’d been there, it would have been so easy. Her relief at finding a landmark in Qlippoth had buoyed her spirits, given her the courage to confess her faults.

And besides, Nameless was someone she didn’t need to wear masks around. He was probably the one person she could trust. Problem was, the longer it went on, the more that confidence seeped away like blood from an open wound. 

Now she’d finally caught up with him, she wasn’t quite so sure what to do. The Ilesa that she’d constructed over these last bloody years, the one that had calcified around the child from Portis, wasted no time taking a firm grip once more. That was the Ilesa who wished, above anything, she’d been able to leave her so-called friends among the nightmares rising like an angry miasma from the mind of a crazy god.

Her guts flip-flopped into her mouth. She was so close, she could almost touch him. She veered off at the last moment and alighted on a crumbling bank of soil and rock.

Nameless stopped in his tracks, chest heaving, breaths coming in rattling gasps. He took a double-handed grip on his axe, arms shaking with the exertion of his run.

Had he heard her? Sensed her approach?

Ilesa took a hopping step further up the bank. When she looked back at him, he was staring straight down the valley, as if the ghosts of the entire dwarven race were drifting toward him, screaming their condemnation.

Ilesa followed his gaze and cursed herself for being so wrapped up in her own fears that she’d lost sight of her surroundings and the hazards that an assassin of her caliber saw everywhere.

A dwarf was half-running, half-stumbling toward Nameless. He was dressed oddly in a blue robe, long golden hair and beard slick with sweat. The robe was smeared with dirt from the track and…

No, Ilesa realized with sudden clarity. It wasn’t a ‘he’; it was a woman.

If she’d had hands at that moment, she’d have slapped herself on the forehead. She’d done it herself at Nameless’s request: turned herself into a dwarven woman, complete with a beard.

There was something softer about this one’s face that gave it away: a hint of roundness unlike the blockish granite features of the menfolk. Then there were the breasts, deeply cleft and in full motion as she approached.

The woman craned her neck to look behind, oblivious to where she was heading. A step away from running into Nameless, she drew up sharp, stared at him with wide-eyed horror, and staggered back. She tripped and landed on her rump, then started to scuttle backward, lips working ten to the dozen but no sound coming out.

Nameless hurled his axe. The woman screamed and threw up her hands, but the axe shot over her head and struck a pillar of moving rock.

Ilesa gasped as the rock sprouted arms and tried desperately to stem the blood gushing from its torso. She blinked, and then she saw. A cloak the same texture and color as the landscape fell away as the dwarf dropped to his knees drenched with crimson gore and then toppled over. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords tugged itself free and flipped back to Nameless’s waiting hand.

That was the moment Ilesa should have shown herself, she knew it right away, but it was like diving from the Titan Rock at Portis. She’d balance on the edge, curling her toes, tell herself to jump, and then step back. She couldn’t quite do it.

She took a deep breath, readied herself for the transformation back into her human form, when five more assassins detached themselves from the rock-strewn banks of the valley.

The dwarf woman looked from them to Nameless. It was hard to tell who she was more afraid of. She made it to her knees but then dropped her head in resignation. Nameless stepped up close to her and reached out with shaking fingers. She took his hand and stood, and then Nameless put himself between her and the assassins.

It was stupid, she knew, but Ilesa felt a knife twist in her guts, and before she’d even thought about it, she was spiraling up into the storm clouds and winging a chaotic course to nowhere. The winds buffeted her, carried her away from Nameless and his bearded bitch. She hoped the assassins killed him. She hoped they killed them both.

Screams shouted down the gale, demanded her attention. At first, she thought it was death cries in the valley below, but she soon realized it was screeching she could hear carried on the winds from afar. Terrible screeching: a banshee’s cry multiplied a hundred times; the baying of a thousand starving dogs. It threw up memories of her brother Davy and the wolf-pack that had ravaged Portis. Made her think of Silas and the little shit, Nils, and all they’d been through together. What if they were still out there, lost in the shifting terrain of Qlippoth? Not that she gave a shog.

But what if they were in trouble, and no longer had Nameless to protect them?

Like it was her problem.

She wavered for a moment, caught between flapping back down to confront the dwarf and his tart, or mounting an airborne search for the runt and the wizard. Idiotic, she knew. They were nothing to her. Ilesa didn’t need anyone, and she certainly didn’t owe them shit.

The screaming rose to a crescendo on the wind, and she sought out the source.

There, through a gap in the clouds, she saw the black forest, spread like a bruise on the horizon.

She couldn’t help herself; she rose above the storm and sped toward it. 

Curiosity will be the death of you, Master Plaguewind chided at the back of her mind.







NAMELESS







Lightning forked overhead, a drumroll of thunder in its wake. Rain fell in stinging volleys, and through it all, the assassins came on.

“Cordy,” Nameless said. “What’s—”

A hazy shape streaked across the valley floor. Eyes flashed so close they were like twin suns. A rustle of cloth, a rush of air, and the dull thud of a dagger falling to the earth at Nameless’s feet—a dagger still clutched in a severed hand.

“Shog!” Nameless said, back-fisting the assassin in the face and sending him sprawling, blood pumping in great gouts from the stump of his wrist.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords purred and glinted, pleased as punch.

“Good girl, Paxy.” Nameless patted her haft.

The assassin was halfway to his feet, when Cordy slammed into him and delivered a cracking right to his jaw. Nameless grunted his appreciation. For an instant, he was reminded of the stories of his mother, but when Cordy craned her neck to glare at him, his guts twisted, and reality crushed him like an avalanche.

Cordy gave the assassin a kick to make sure he was out, then she narrowed her eyes and strode toward Nameless, her sodden hair and beard giving her the wild look of a baresark.

He stepped aside, and she kept on going. Nameless glanced back the way she’d come from and groaned. The air rippled along both walls of the valley. 

He flung Paxy, and she lodged in an assassin’s face. The dwarf stood for a moment, frozen in time, then collapsed.

Nameless turned away from the others, holding out his hand to catch the axe whistling up from behind.

“Cordy, no.” He jogged to catch up with her. “Not that way. Something’s coming!”

Cordy spun round, hands on hips. “Yeah? Well it can’t be as bad as what’s behind.”

He knew she meant the assassins, but her words stung anyway. No matter the threat she was fleeing, or the one she was heading into, the Ravine Butcher was still the worst she could imagine.

Something gray dashed across his peripheral vision, parting the sheets of rain like a veil.

“Oh, for shog’s sake!” Nameless said through gritted teeth.

Paxy arced across the valley and met with a resounding splat and the snapping of bones. The axe haft shuddered as she struggled to free herself.

Nameless strode over and wrenched the blade clear. “I’ve had just about enough of…”

Cordy was off without a backward glance, half-striding, half-running.

“Cordy!” Nameless called, the blood in his veins fizzing as he looked from her to the glimmers of movement behind. “I’m warning you, shoggers,” he bellowed into the storm. “I’ve been holding back till now, but I’m about to get very, very cross.”

A dwarf appeared mere yards away, his concealer cloak thrown back to reveal a leather jerkin and a baldric loaded with daggers and darts.

“We have no quarrel with you, Butcher. Least not yet. We’re on Council business. Stand aside.”

Nameless took a step toward the assassin. “Listen, laddie, if you don’t shog right off, you’ll be spitting out teeth.”

The assassin produced a punch dagger in each hand and gave a cocksure grin. “Mate, you might’ve taken down a couple of rookies, but let me give you a friendly warning—” He swayed aside, and Paxy shot straight past him. “See what I mean, you clumsy shogging grunt.” He launched into a weaving run, twin blades a dazzling blur. “You’re gonna learn a thing or two—unnghh.”

Paxy punched through his chest in a spray of gore and settled back into Nameless’s hand.

“Sorry about that, laddie,” Nameless said, as the dwarf dropped to his knees and keeled over. “I keep throwing her away, but she keeps coming back. Must be my natural magnetism.”

Two gray shapes sped past him in pursuit of Cordy. He hurled Paxy on impulse, but she returned without finding her target.

“Great,” Nameless grumbled, as he forced his tired legs after them.

He knew he should have gone the other way, warned the rest of the dwarves before their doom was upon them, but he couldn’t leave Cordy. Not after what he’d done to her.

He rounded a bend in the valley and tripped. Paxy went spinning away to clatter against a pile of rocks, and Nameless tumbled head over heels to land with a whoomph on his back. He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet.

A quick glance behind showed him he’d fallen over one of the assassins, who was lying prone with his head a bloody pulp, a crimson-stained rock beside him. He caught a glimpse of Cordy’s blue dress and stumbled toward her.

Paxy shook violently, causing a mini rockslide, then flew to his outstretched hand.

Cordy was squaring off with the last assassin. She had her fists raised like a seasoned circle fighter.

The assassin was casting worried glances over his shoulder. He was on his own now, and knew the Ravine Butcher was right behind him. He made a weak lunge with a dagger, but Cordy sidestepped and punched him in the temple. He spun away from the brunt of the blow, right into Nameless’s fist. Teeth sprayed out in an explosion of spittle, and the dwarf fell on his rump.

“Shit!” he screamed. “My shogging dagger! I stabbed my bleeding leg!”

Nameless glowered down at him, then kicked him onto his side. The dagger was buried hilt deep in the assassin’s buttock.

“Technically, laddie, that’s your gluteus maximus, not your leg. Never mind, you’ll live, and besides, I’m sure you’re used to a little prick up the arse.”

The assassin whined and sniveled like a child. “Ain’t funny,” he said. “You’re a shogging nutcase. Wait till Grago hears about this.”

Cordy looked faintly amused at the prick joke, but the moment she saw Nameless watching her, the fire returned to her eyes.

“Grago’s going to hear about a whole lot more than how a bunch of Arx Gravis’s finest assassins got beaten by an unarmed woman and a knackered old lard belly,” Nameless said. “Let me give you a friendly warning, laddie. There are creatures coming.” He pointed down the valley, drawing a nervous look from Cordy, too. “Creatures that live to devour. They’re coming to rip every last strip of flesh from the survivors of the ravine city. I’m…” He stopped himself and met Cordy’s gaze. “We’re going to warn the people, get them out of harm’s way. You, laddie, have a simple choice: learn to hop really quick, or you’re dinner.”

The assassin’s face lost all color. He looked from Nameless to Cordy. “You can’t just leave me.”

“Bye, laddie,” Nameless said, as he sauntered back down the valley in the direction of the volcano.

He didn’t look to see if Cordy was following; he could already hear her footfalls.

The wind swirled, carrying with it a high-pitched screeching. Nameless stopped and drew in a deep breath.

“Is that them?” Cordy asked, coming alongside.

“Aye.”

“How far off?”

Nameless frowned and strained to listen. He’d thought they were right on his heels, but the screeching still sounded distant. “I’m not sure, but let’s not chance it. We need to warn the people.”

Cordy put a hand on his shoulder then immediately withdrew it. “But the Council’s not in control anymore. It’s just Grago now, and his goons.”

“I saw.” When Silas carried him into the sky above the gorge, soldiers had ringed the councilors in, and Jaym had put Old Moary down. “That why you were running?”

“He means to kill us. Oh, he’s passing it off as a trial, but there’s no doubting the outcome. I got away, but the others are being held captive.”

“Well, that’s where I was heading. We have to get to the gorge before—”

“No, not the gorge,” Cordy said. “Grago made us leave there. He said the time for hiding was over; said Stupid had maps that could lead us to our past and to our destiny.”

“Stupid?” What was it the fool thought he knew? Did he know about Arnoch? “So where—”

“I got away from them in the foothills of a volcano. Grago wanted to set up camp there, explore some—”

“Lava vents?” Nameless knew there’d been something about those tunnels.

Cordy’s eyes narrowed, and she sucked her top lip in. She never did like being interrupted. Thumil used to joke about it when she was out of earshot. 

She looked away, as if undecided about what to do next. When she looked back, her eyes were moist, and her chin was quivering. She opened her mouth to speak, and Nameless braced himself, dreading the condemnation, the mention of Arx Gravis, of Thumil, of baby Marla, but then the screeching came again. It was no nearer, but it still sent chills crawling beneath his skin. He thought of Nils and gave a long lingering look to the north where he could feel, if not see, the cloying malevolence of the forest of tar. He winced against the desire to go back for the lad, no matter the cost to himself. But there was more at stake, more than he could bear to lose.

“I’ll handle Grago,” he said, heading southward. “Come, if you like, but I’ll not make you.”

The assassin continued to whine and plead, but Nameless may as well have been deaf. He hefted the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder and fixed his eyes on his boots. He wasn’t surprised when a pair of sandaled feet joined him on the trail.

He risked a look up, and saw Cordy staring straight ahead, no acknowledgement that she was coming, no sign that she wasn’t alone.

Words started to boil up from Nameless’s gut, but they were as ephemeral as gorge flies, winking in and out of existence. He moved his lips, trying to say something, but in the end, only a dry cough came out.







NILS







The squelching stopped dead.

It was still black as the grave, but something had changed. Nils’s heartbeat was suddenly center of the universe, hammering like the clappers in case anyone had forgotten he was still there. He couldn’t see nothing, and with his breaths all gasping and muffled, he felt like he’d been buried alive. Smothered was closer, he reckoned. Smothered by greasy tentacles that stank like fish.

At first, he’d thrashed about and tried to cry out, but goo had got into his mouth, clogged his throat. The fleshy dark had tightened about him, coating him with sticky gunge that seeped beneath his skin and left him frigid. A roiling motion full of slurps and belches made him panic that he was being digested but then gave him a strange comfort, like he was once more a babe in the womb kept safe from the horrors outside. And such horrors he’d heard, rampaging through the forest of tar, consuming everything in their path.

A jagged gray line cut across the darkness. Chill entered, a spot or two of cold wetness.

Nils held his breath and willed his disobedient heart to shut up.

The dark ripped open wider, and a hand reached inside, its fingers long and slender, and with only the barest hint of color. He knew that hand well; he’d seen it often enough scurrying around without a body. He’d been there when it had flopped like a newborn calf from Silas’s mouth; been there when it attached itself to Silas’s wrist after Nameless had cut off the real one.

For a fleeting instant, hope soared, but it was short-lived. It hadn’t been Silas’s wrist at that point. It had been stolen by someone else. Nils had seen Silas’s head collapse and pass into the Void. He’d seen what had emerged and taken over the wizard’s headless body: the flaming skull that grew its own skin, even as he watched. Blightey, Nameless had called it—the creep who’d written Silas’s book: Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.

The hand grabbed him by the collar and pulled him free with a plop. Wind ripped around him, and icy rain beat at his face. The squid-like creatures that had held him separated and wriggled toward the trees, but they weren’t fast enough.

Blightey lifted Nils effortlessly high above the forest, even as hundreds upon hundreds of gray shapes swarmed over the squid-things, screeching, rending, and baying for blood.

Nils gawped down at Silas’s rain-spattered boots, which were planted upon a hovering disk of shadow. The wizard’s long coat flapped like washing drying in a gale.

Everything told Nils it was Silas; everything but the unnatural strength.

He craned his neck so he could see once more the imposter’s face sat atop Silas’s neck. Blightey’s coiffed hair was a wild tangle in the gusting wind, his bloodless face a study in concentration as he looked at the scene below, all the while holding Nils like he might have held a used handkerchief.

“Gurrgh,” Nils said. “You’re choking me.”

“Yes.” Blightey’s voice was a lisping whisper, detached and utterly unconcerned. “Savor it. There are few experiences to rival that of asphyxiation. Some even find it pleasurable.”

The Lich Lord’s pupils were pinpricks of flame that never left the monsters gorging upon the squid-things and turning their hungry stares upon the trees of the black forest.

“My feeders are so beautiful, aren’t they?” Blightey said, his grin almost lipless. “Besides the shark, what better example of nature’s inherent cruelty have you seen?”

Nils had an answer to that, but he couldn’t breathe, let alone speak, and he didn’t reckon he was in any position to tell the shogger what came to mind. He tried to focus on the slaughter below, where the death cries of the squid-things were drowned out by the ravenous screeching of Blightey’s feeders.

Nils’s vision was a blur. All he could make out were gray shapes like tall skinny humans with elongated fingers, only three on each hand. He squinted, but his sight was already darkening. He was sure they had no eyes, no facial features at all, save for gaping mouths that looked like they could swallow a head whole.

A voice niggled away at the back of his mind. You’re a useless tosser, boy,” his dad said. It was a memory, he knew, of the time he’d been caught burgling the house of Senator Jarus. Right bloody embarrassed me, you did. He winced at the recollected slap. Cold tears rolled down his cheeks, and then he heard his mom sticking up for him like always. Hit him again and you can sling your hook, Buck Fargin, you lowlife piece of scum.

Nils found himself chuckling at the memory. He’d always been her favorite. The chuckle quickly turned to an anguished rasp, and he knew he’d never see her again.

Nameless swam across his mind’s eye, which was funny, seeing as the dwarf couldn’t swim. He was yelling something at Nils and gesturing with his hand. Nils obeyed on instinct, reached for the hilt of his sword.

“I once caught an enormous dragonfly,” Blightey said, as he continued his rapt study of the feast below. “Over a foot long it was. Its wings were a kaleidoscope of colors, scintillating flashes of greens and purples. Magnificent creature. Sterling.”

Nils slid the blade an inch or so from its scabbard, careful not to let the slightest rasp interrupt the Lich Lord’s speech.

“Beauty is always counterpointed by decay, matter by dissolution, life by death.” Blightey gave a peculiar laugh at that, high-pitched and way back in his throat—or was it still Silas’s throat? “I took a sheet of vellum, coated it with honey, and stood the dragonfly on it. It tried to lift off and lost a leg in the process. Then it did something that perfectly illustrated the enslavement of all base creatures to their nature: it tried to eat the honey, and got its head stuck.”

Nils pulled the sword all the way clear. His fingers were so numb, he almost dropped it. His breaths were little more than gurgling hisses now, and it felt like a fist-sized rock was working its way up his throat.

“Then, I set the vellum down by a teeming razor-ant nest. You know the ones I mean? As big as your thumbnail, and with enough mandible force to rip through bone. The first wave got trapped in the honey, but that simply made a bridge for the others to cross, and then I settled down to watch as they stripped the dragonfly bare. It was, shall I say, a most invigorating experience; one of my first of any consequence.”

With the last remnants of his strength, Nils reversed the blade and thrust it back into the Lich Lord’s fruits.

Lightning ripped through his veins, and the sword spun away into the branches below. Nils choked out a scream as he fell, but his feet struck shadow as solid as rock, and he crumpled onto the floating disk, body racked with spasms.

Blightey smiled down at him, like he was adoring a newborn babe.

“My dear boy. What did you say your name was?”

Nils tried to speak, but all he could do was grunt. “Nee. Neeh.”

“Knee-knee? No, that will never do.”

“Nils. My name is Nils.”

Blightey’s eyes flickered, and he cocked his head to one side. “Nils. Yes, there’s a certain peasant honesty about the epithet. Nils it is, then. Well, my dear Nils, it is perfectly understandable for you to lash out at me, in spite of my good intentions. You have not yet seen enough of the bigger picture to witness my friendship. Do not concern yourself, though. A blade so disenchanted, if you’ll excuse my flippancy, is as effective against my borrowed flesh as a flaccid appendage before the most enticing grease-pots. There are always teething problems at the start of a new relationship, but you must not lose heart. We have all the time in the world to get to know one another.”

Nils felt like a bunch of eels was nesting in his stomach. He clamped a hand over his mouth to silence his chattering teeth.

A crow flapped its way up from a branch below, just before the entire tree began to shake and sink.

“Now they’re starting on the forest,” Blightey said. “Devouring the trees from the roots up. Insatiable. Utterly insatiable.”

All around the copse they’d recently been standing in, trees were shuddering and disappearing in clouds of black dust, and as they did so, they let out the most blood-curdling screams that made Nils cover his ears and scream along with them.

The disk drifted higher and moved out over the forest of tar, while below, thousands of feeders were swarming over the trees.

“There will be nothing left in a matter of hours,” Blightey said. “I imagine they’ll sleep it off for a bit and then pick up the trail. I’ve instilled in them a particular desire for dwarf meat. It should be fascinating to watch.”

The crow followed the disk upward and to the south, where Nils could make out the smoldering peak of the volcano they’d passed on the way to find the staff. It flew closer, as if it were going to land on the edge of the disk, but Blightey glared, and it broke off, losing itself in the swollen clouds.

They drifted on until they reached the mouth of a valley.

“Off you hop,” Blightey said, stepping away from the disk and brushing his palms together.

Nils jumped clear, just as the disk vanished into thin air.

“Not my first choice of travel,” Blightey said, rubbing his forehead, “but what better way to watch the feeders at work?”

“Better than them eating us, as well, I suppose,” Nils grumbled, hugging himself and shivering.

“Oh, they have no taste for my kind of flesh, although they might make a mess of this splendid coat. You, on the other hand, would set them salivating.” Blightey licked his lips and gave Nils a searching look that made his skin crawl. “I’m sure I could protect you, but the question is, would you want me to? Everything comes at a price, Nils. Even friendship.”

Nils gasped as the rain ceased to touch him. Warmth seeped beneath his skin, dried his clothes and hair, the puddled soil beneath his feet. A circle of summer had grown up around them, while beyond its bounds, the storm continued to rage.

Blightey gestured for Nils to sit on the ground. With a wave of his hand, he made a fire spring up and seated himself on the opposite side, the flickering flames reflecting off his pallid skin.

“We have perhaps a few hours before the feeders are finished with the forest, and then they’ll need to sleep. In the meantime, I have a proposition for you, young Nils.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Silas here,”—Blightey swept his hands down his chest—“told me, as we passed each other in the mouth of the Void, that you are something of a student.”

“I read a bit,” Nils said. “Silas was learning me.”

Blightey winced and held up a finger. “And not altogether successfully, if I might make so bold. I am in need of an apprentice, Nils, and you are in need of a tutor. The synchronicity is undeniable. What say you we enter into a mutually beneficial relationship?”

The way Blightey inflected the last word brought bile to Nils’s throat. “Don’t think so. If it’s all the same to you, I’d just as soon be on my way.”

Blightey pursed his lips and gave a shrug. “We’ll discuss it later,” he said as he snapped his fingers. A picnic blanket appeared beside the fire, loaded with sweet meats, pastries, fresh fruit, bowls, plates, cutlery, and an enormous ceramic pot filled to the brim with steaming broth.

Nils couldn’t stop himself from drooling. He gave Blightey a sheepish look and reached for a bowl and spoon, then flinched when Blightey raised an admonishing finger.

“Masters and pupils only,” the Lich Lord said, grabbing a bacon-wrapped delicacy and dangling it in front of his mouth.

Nils’s stomach grumbled, he was so hungry. More than that, he was starving. He wondered if Blightey was someone he could bargain with. Perhaps if he said he’d consider the apprenticeship…

Something corpse-blue wriggled from the end of Blightey’s delicacy. It was some kind of worm with a head like a… like a thingy, which it turned back on itself, so it could gnaw at its bacon wrappings. Blightey popped the whole thing in his mouth and crunched down hard.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, my boy,” he said with a grease-covered smile.

The Lich Lord’s chewing threw up the image of a hundred maggots working their way out of a week-old carcass.

Nils rolled onto his side and puked his guts up. When he’d finished, he saw the crow again, atop the valley wall, watching him with beady eyes.

It cawed, and Nils had an even nastier vision of it pecking at his liver while his body was slowly consumed by a river of fire.

Blightey watched him with an amused grin. With a shrug that said, “Suit yourself,” he turned his back on Nils and continued to stuff his face.

The Lich Lord clicked his fingers, and the patch of summer drew tight around him, leaving Nils outside, in the icy clutches of the storm.

That got Nils thinking he’d made a mistake. It was just like those times back home when he’d been sent packing to the yard for answering back once too often, when Mom used to tell him he was in the dog house.







NAMELESS







The dwarves had moved quickly. They were teeming about the slopes of the volcano in well-organized groups, setting up camp, building fires, reconnoitering the lava vents with the efficiency of an army of termites.

Nameless followed Cordy up the last twists and turns of a narrow gully onto open ground. He was mesmerized by the roll of her fine dwarven—

He checked the thought instantly. In days gone by, he’d have said it out loud, and she’d have given him a playful thump, but there was no chance of that now. The realization came like a dagger in the guts that twisted mercilessly until he snapped out of it.

“I once knew a girl, Cordy was her name,” he started to sing, before he was even aware his lips were moving.

“What’s that?” Cordy spun round.

Nameless looked up like a child who’d been caught stealing from the beer shelf—not that that had ever happened, of course. “Nothing.”

“Yeah, right,” Cordy sneered. “I heard you. What are you trying to say?”

Movement on the incline ahead distracted Nameless and gave him an excuse not to answer. “They’ve seen us.”

“So what? Answer me, you shogger.”

“It just came out. I wasn’t thinking. I always sing when I’m nervous.”

She took a step toward him and stuck out her chin. She had the kind of look about her that left him in no doubt what she thought. The dagger blade turned into a greatsword. Nameless felt his cheeks burn with shame, and he looked down at his feet.

“Do I make you nervous?”

Nameless couldn’t bring himself to answer.

“Good,” Cordy said. “Then sing some more.”

“Cordy, I—”

She pressed up so close, he could feel the warmth of her breath, smell the sweet musk of her sweat.

“Sing. I want to hear the rest of it.”

There was no more. The words had sprung to mind of their own accord. On a better day, he might have called them inspired, but he knew that couldn’t be the case; he’d not touched a drop since the Urbs Sapientii mead he’d downed in the cavern of the cyclops.

Cordy’s glare was unrelenting. He felt her willing his lips to move.

He coughed and winced as he said, “I once knew a girl, Cordy was her name; Arx Gravis fell…” His voice quavered, and he felt his eyes welling up.

The tramp of boots on shale insinuated its way into his mind, but he didn’t look up.

“Go on,” Cordy said, her voice cold as steel.

“Arx Gravis fell,” Nameless said again, hoping the right words would come. They had to rhyme. It wasn’t a song if it didn’t rhyme. “And Cordy did the same,” he finished, relieved he’d found something, something that would tell her how much he’d lost, how much he—

“Is that a threat?” she hissed right in his face. “Wasn’t it enough for you to drench the city in blood?” She grabbed his beard and yanked his head up so that he had to look her in the eye. With her other hand she clutched his wrist and made him raise his axe. “Do it, you evil shogger. I’m not scared. At least then I’ll be with my Thumil. With my… my…Marla.”

She shook so much Nameless thought she was going to collapse. He wanted to steady her, hold her, but he was afraid his slightest touch would shatter her into a thousand pieces.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she gasped.

“Got you,” Kaldwyn Gray said. “And look who’s with you. I might’ve shogging guessed.”

Kal’s face was enclosed in a bronze helm, and he wore a red cloak, same as he had when Nameless was his commander.

A dozen heavily armored comrades pressed up behind him, cloaks sodden, shields deflecting a barrage of rain, swords a bristling fence.

They were all new recruits. Nameless could tell just from the way they moved. But what did he expect? He’d sent most of the Ravine Guard to their deaths at New Londdyr, and the rest he’d killed himself.

They closed in around Nameless and Cordy in a tight cordon. Kal squeezed Cordy’s shoulder and pushed past her, sticking his face up close to Nameless. Way too close.

“Butcher,” Kal said, no trace of friendship left in his voice. “I knew I’d get a chance to—”

Nameless’s fist hammered into Kal’s chin. “Shog off, Gray, can’t you see I’m talking?”

Kal pitched over backward and hit the ground like a felled tree.

The others paused uncertainly for a moment, and Nameless didn’t miss the opportunity to use his best barrack ground bark.

“Anyone makes a move, and you’ll be get a serving of axe blade for dinner. Understand?”

He knew most of the men—Fror Bellos, Sern Abar, Lampol Drynn. They’d been good, solid working folk, for as long as he could remember. Frequented the same taverns as him and Thumil. They weren’t fighters, and they hadn’t had the time to learn how to be.

They lowered their swords and retreated a couple of steps.

“Now,” Nameless said, not wanting to lose momentum, “I’m taking Councilor Cordana to a very important meeting, and I’d appreciate it if you lads would provide an escort.”

“Uhm,” Drynn said, looking to his colleagues for support. “After what happened… you know, back at the ravine—”

“Make it easy on yourself, laddie,” Nameless said, glowering at the poor shogger.

Drynn lowered his eyes.

“Good. Now, Councilor Cordana, let’s go see our friend Grago.”

Cordy drew in a deep breath, glared at Nameless, and shook her head. But she set off toward the camp all the same.







NAMELESS







Grago’s tent stood a little way apart from and above the tarpaulin shelters of the rest of the camp. Nameless could tell it was Grago’s: it was the only one big enough for his head. Not only that, but the way it was positioned at the top of an incline spoke volumes. It was like a lord’s castle, dominating the shelters being set up at the foot of the volcano.

“Sorry, Councilor, you’re now allowed in there.” The Red Cloak outside blocked Cordy’s path with his shield. He mouthed something at Drynn, who just shrugged.

“Think you should let her in, Theon.” Drynn glanced at Nameless.

Cordy shoved the shield with her palm but Theon wouldn’t budge. He was a solid tub of lard, almost as wide as he was tall. He looked at the escort for support, but Drynn just deferred to Nameless with a hapless glance.

When you’d dealt with grunts as long as Nameless had, the solution was easy. Grunt louder.

“Out of the shogging way!” he bellowed, and Theon cringed and shuffled to one side.

Cordy rolled her eyes and gritted her teeth.

“What?” Nameless said. “It’s better than the alternative.”

“Some choice. Kill anyone who stands in your way, or bully and intimidate them. Sound familiar?”

“That wasn’t me,” Nameless said. “Back at Arx Gravis, it was the—”

“Save it for someone who cares,” Cordy said, before pulling back the tent flap.

Nameless put a restraining hand on her shoulder and preceded her inside. 

All he wanted was to sit down with her, tell her his story, and then accept that nothing could right all the wrongs. What was done could never be undone, but he still wanted her to know. He felt his mood start to dip, felt the first cloying touches of the dark, but a strident voice brought him back to the moment.

“Well, well, well, look what the the drunken gods of Arnoch have vomited on my doorstep.”

Grago was seated at the end of a long table made from the planks of a goat cart. Half a dozen gray-robed dwarves sat on each side. They were ringed in by more than twenty baresarks, who stood with tattooed arms folded over their chests and weapons hanging at their hips. Jaym was directly behind Grago’s chair, a huge broadsword slung over one shoulder.

“My, that’s a big one,” Nameless said, raising an eyebrow.

Jaym’s face reddened and creased into a mask of rage. The other baresarks drew their swords, prompting protestations of terror from the dwarves seated at the table.

Lampol Drynn and his men filtered in behind Nameless and Cordy. Drynn bowed obsequiously to Grago and coughed into his fist. His lips trembled as he struggled to get a word out.

“Oh, shut up, soldier,” Grago said. “It’s plain to everyone here that—”

Nameless flung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Time ebbed to a crawl as the twin blades spun in a dazzling blur, air whistling past them in a long drawn-out dirge. Grago’s mouth continued to work in slow motion, but the words never had chance to form. Clean as a cleaver splitting a melon, the axe divided his face into two segments, which drooped each to its own side in a slick slurry of gore.

The hush about the tent was as deafening as a thunderclap.

Paxy wriggled free of the remnants of Grago’s skull and backflipped into Nameless’s hand.

“There, lassie,” Nameless said. “Problem solved.”

Cordy’s face was white with shock—a shock that quickly turned to horror. 

“That is not,” she started, then covered her mouth with her hand. “Not how we… Not what you… Gods of Arnoch, you haven’t changed. You haven’t shogging changed.”

Nameless reeled with confusion, and then it suddenly struck him.

“No, you don’t understand. He was going to… You said he was…” Images of slaughter crawled up from the dark spaces of his mind: broken bodies, walkways swimming with blood, heads jammed on spikes, and Marla—little baby Marla.

He looked at Cordy aghast, his mouth hanging open and utterly disobedient.

“You blamed it on the black axe,” Cordy said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I wanted to believe you. It didn’t change what you’d done, but at least I knew Thumil hadn’t been wrong; knew you hadn’t had a choice.”

“I…” Nameless said, the word lodging in the back of his throat. It was the black axe, not me. The axe was the Butcher, I was just its victim, he so desperately wanted to say, but the dreadful reality of what Cordy was getting at had already dawned on him. It hadn’t just been the axe, the false Pax Nanorum. That had simply amplified what was already there, the spark of violence, of evil, that gnawed away at his core like a maggot in an apple.

He felt himself falling, the tent swirling into a maelstrom of ghosts from the ravine city, yelling their accusations.

Cordy’s voice cut through the horror like a lament. “I don’t know you.”

She turned away and her body was racked by sobbing.

Nobody moved for a long moment, then Drynn’s men started to eye the baresarks.

“This ain’t over,” Jaym said. “We’re still in control, even without Grago. Ain’t that right, lads.”

The baresarks grunted their agreement.

Drynn’s men didn’t look so sure.

“Councilor?” Drynn said to Cordy. “Give the word, and we’ll fight.”

Cordy didn’t respond.

Nameless looked up with bleary eyes. He was aware of Jaym’s snarling face, the ready threat of his thugs. He looked blankly at the Red Cloaks, all trying to appear tough and resolute, but clearly worried about what was to come. Baresarks might have been ugly shoggers, but they were as hard to put down as an angry bear. Even if you stabbed one in the heart, he’d keep on fighting for a minute or two until his crazed brain realized what had happened.

All the strength was seeping from Nameless, and he just wanted to drop to the ground and roll into a ball.

But Nils, a voice cut through the fug. What about Nils?

That triggered a memory of the Lich Lord, his skull settling onto Silas’s body, his sneering self-confidence, and the aura of despair he gave off. Nameless recalled the terrible screeching of the feeders, and that was enough to set his heart racing and remind him why he’d come here.

“You and me,” he said to Jaym. “In the circle. Let’s settle this, once and for all.”

Jaym blinked rapidly. “You’ve got to be joking.” He looked to his comrades and gave a laugh full of bravado. “You seriously want to fight me? In the circle? You are so dead.”

Nameless shrugged. “Then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

The baresarks looked like they were going to attack.

Jaym’s eyes flicked over the tent, taking in his men, Drynn’s, and finally coming to rest on Nameless.

“I think I can hear that lump of meat you call a brain squelching this one over,” Nameless said. “Don’t be ashamed if you’re frightened. I get that way myself sometimes. Tell you what, let’s leave it to the boys to slug this one out. I’m sure you would have given a good account of yourself in the circle, but I guess we’ll never know now.”

All eyes were on Jaym. The tension was palpable. Clearly the baresarks wanted to be unleashed, but without Jaym’s say so, they would do nothing. Nameless was counting on it. It was better he risked a beating in the circle than put Drynn and his lads in peril. It wasn’t as if the survivors of Arx Gravis could afford any more casualties.

Jaym had a big dumb grin on his face as he shook his head and tried to get the baresarks to see how ridiculous the challenge was.

No one was laughing.

“I already beat you once, Butcher,” Jaym said. “What makes you think you’ll have a better chance this time?”

“Do you have any cotton wads?” Nameless asked.

“Uh?”

“Something I can stuff up my nose, stop the stench from getting to me again.”

Jaym started to shake. “Why, you shogging c-c-c…” He looked around and caught Cordy watching him. “Coward. I was gonna say ‘coward’.”

“Uh, Jaym,” one of the baresarks said. “How come he’s a coward, if he wants to fight you?”

“Shog off, Garth, you know what I mean.”

Garth furrowed his brows, obviously deep in thought; so deep in fact, that he needed to come up for air with a baffled look on his face.

“Could make me a coward picking an easy fight over an all-out brawl with the lads here,” Nameless offered helpfully.

“That’s it,” Jaym said, starting to froth at the mouth. “Circle time.”

“Splendid,” Nameless said with a forced jollity he didn’t feel.

He glanced at Cordy, who was watching him with an inscrutable expression on her face. Did she approve? Did she know what he was trying to do? Or was this further confirmation of what she thought of him?

“Well, I suggest we summon the pipers and have a good old shindig.” He looked to Drynn and his men. “Make sure to tap a keg or two; I’m always parched as a landed fish after a good fight.” He went through a few upper cuts and jabs.

“There ain’t gonna be no after for you,” Jaym said. “If I was you, I’d grab a drink now, because that’s the last chance you’ll ever get.”

That was certainly a sobering thought.

Nameless tried to will a bit of good cheer into his heart, tried to thaw some of the stiffness that had crept into his limbs along with the depression.

He stole a look at Cordy, but her eyes were already there waiting for him, like a serpent’s watching its prey.

The last dregs of energy ebbed away like wine from an upturned bottle. Nameless tried to face Jaym, at least put up a show of bravado, but the baresark looked suddenly massive, his muscles swollen and ridged with thick veins. 

Jaym bared his teeth in a grin that said it all. He knew he had Nameless, and the fight hadn’t even started yet.
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It was shogging pissing it down, and Nils weren’t happy about it. Even less so, because not a single drop touched Blightey. The cloud was a heaving belly of blackness, and the rain pelted everything in sight like the hail of a thousand arrows, but the Lich Lord sat in his pocket of sunshine on a field chair he’d plucked from the air, sipping wine, and nibbling on some brown muck in a peculiar shiny wrapper.

That was the other thing that irked Nils. He was so hungry, it felt like his guts were out. The thought threw up an image he didn’t want to think about: one of the zombies back at the village at the end of the Malfen Pass had been shambling around holding in what looked like a string of sausages.

Blightey took a big slurp of wine, and the sound made Nils heave.

“Why so glum?” Blightey said, licking his lips and peeling back a little more of the wrapper, so he could take another bite of the brown thing.

Looked like shite, if you asked Nils, and from what he’d seen, he wouldn’t put it past the Lich Lord to eat shite. Shog only knew he spoke a lot of it.

Blightey leaned out of his chair and put his hand on Nils’s knee. Right made Nils’s skin crawl, it did, but he still found himself drawn to the Lich Lord’s gaze. Eyes like pools of fire, he had, swirling, tugging, and terribly, terribly hungry. So hungry, in fact, that nothing in all the worlds could satisfy their need.

A shift came over Blightey’s face, the merest hint of… sadness?

“I am not so bad, Nils.” Blightey gave his knee a light tap and withdrew his hand. He continued to lean uncomfortably close—so close that Nils could smell something loamy and musty on his breath. “Chocolate?” Blightey broke off a piece of shite.

Nils turned his head away, and Blightey settled back in his chair.

“Don’t know what you’re missing,” he said, popping the shite into his mouth and running his tongue over his lips.

Nils found himself eyeing the wrapper, stomach rumbling.

“Sure you won’t?” Blightey offered him the last piece.

Nils snatched it and shoved it in his mouth. Its velvety smoothness on his tongue made him sigh. He bit into it and swallowed, licking the sweetness from his teeth.

“Good boy,” Blightey said, sounding every bit like Nils’s mom. He raised an eyebrow, and one corner of his mouth curled into something like a smile. “Quite whets the appetite, doesn’t it?” He was watching Nils like a bird studying a worm.

“Ain’t that wet. It’s not like I’m dribbling or nothing.”

“Whet, not wet.” Blightey enunciated the first like a whiplash. “Hones it to a keen edge; prepares it for what is to come.” The last word lingered heavily on the air.

He fixed Nils with an unblinking stare, as if awaiting an appropriate response.

Nils had none to give and turned away. All he knew was that he felt awkward and not a little creeped out. His cheeks burned, and he didn’t reckon it was from Blightey’s fiery eyes, neither.

The wind gusted and howled, and in its wake there came a million answering shrieks. He winced and tried to screen them out, hands over his ears. It had to be the feeders, rousing from their sleep.

“Look at me, Nils,” Blightey said.

Nils shook his head, buried his face in his knees.

“Look at me.” The Lich Lord didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t need to. His words were clipped and precise, and his tone expected obedience. Demanded it.

It took forever for Nils to twist his neck round to meet Blightey’s gaze. If he’d had any say in the matter, he’d have shut his eyes, or maybe found the guts to leg it, but his head may as well have been in a brace, like some torture device that ratcheted it into unnatural positions till ligaments and bones snapped under the strain.

Twin tunnels of flame probed deep inside him, touched things he’d have never admitted to himself, never mind shared with no one.

Nils started to rock back and forth, and tears of shame streaked down his cheeks, mingling with the snot trickling from his nose.

He was a child once more, back in the cradle, starting at the crashes and the yelling. With a flinch, he was thirteen and scared to look Betsy Cormen in the eye in case she could tell what he did when he thought about her at night. He blinked to make the memories move along, and Blightey’s face came sharply back into focus. The fires flickered and died, giving way to doleful brown eyes, full of concern, full of pity. Just like Mom’s eyes, they were. Or was it Nameless’s? He half-expected the dwarf to slap him on the back and offer him a swig of mead. Half-expected Mom to hug him, ruffle his hair, and dab away the tears. It was the look of a parent who knew everything, every last secret, and yet still loved him for who he was.

“You are forgiven,” the eyes seemed to say. “You are loved.”

Nils reached toward those pools of compassion, straining to touch…

Fire sprang up, and he yelped, snatching back his hand and sucking the heat from his fingertips.

Blightey stood, and his chair and glass vanished in a swirl of dirty yellow smoke.

“I’m disappointed in you, Nils. So much potential wasted, and why? You will not take ownership of your innermost desires. You hide behind mediocrity and the expectations of others. You are like all the other cattle, a slave, rather than a free man determining his own destiny. Silas was the same.”

Blightey ran his hands down his borrowed torso, left them hovering over his groin.

“Couldn’t go far enough. Always fettered by twisted standards of decency. Do what thou wilt, Nils. That is the only law you need concern yourself with. If you are hungry, steal a loaf of bread. If you need money, burgle a rich man’s house. You’ve done these things, or do you deny it?”

“No point denying it,” Nils said.

Blightey had seen everything.

Nils shuddered and curled up into a ball, rocking and whimpering, and all the while, the shrieks of the feeders grew louder and louder. It didn’t matter no more what they might do to him. Couldn’t get much worse if they ripped the flesh from his bones. Least it’d be over quickly.

Cold bit into his shoulder, frigid and numbing. He flinched and lifted his head to see Blightey’s bloodless hand resting there like a malevolent spider, a hairline scar circling the wrist. Nils tried to pull away, but fingernails dug into his flesh and held him like a hooked fish.

“I understand what you are going through,” Blightey said, releasing him and nodding. He looked suddenly serene, gentle, a kindly old priest granting absolution. He raised a hand, as if he were going to give a blessing, but then the eyes flared again. “In the meantime, if you choose to act like a slave, that is how you shall be treated.”

One end of a leash appeared in Blightey’s hand, and the other snapped toward Nils and wrapped around his throat. It pulled so tight, he struggled to breathe.

Blightey inclined his head and studied him for a long moment, and then the leash slackened off, but only slightly.

“Please me,” Blightey said, “and I shall feed you. Disappoint me, and you will starve. At least that will afford me some minuscule spark of pleasure, if nothing else.”

Blightey tugged on the leash, and Nils stumbled after him.

The valley walls seemed to close in like a corridor. Up ahead, red-tinged clouds parted like a curtain to reveal a shimmering heat haze covering the summit of the volcano they’d passed on the way to the forest of tar.

“Like badger baiting,” Blightey said with a thin-lipped smile. “Dwarves scurrying down holes, and in pursuit…”

A sphere of silvery light winked into existence around Nils, and Blightey continued on, tapping the Ebon Staff before him, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

Nils cast a look behind. The screeching swirled down the valley. Pressure built in his ears, until he thought his head was going to burst. He started screaming, swaying as if he were one of the damned in the Abyss.

And then the feeders poured into the valley and swarmed toward them like a plague of locusts.
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It was a little disconcerting how quickly dwarves laid down tools when there was the prospect of a good fight to be had.

Nameless slammed the head of his axe into a boulder that may as well have been butter. He sat on a gnarled slab of rock that looked like it had been melted from the skirt of the volcano. His fingers played through the new growth of beard that had sprouted from his chin within days of him finding the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Blightey’s feeders could be upon them at any moment, and here he was waiting for bets to be taken, before he could slug it out with a dwarf who was as big and scary as he was stupid.

Jaym was over on the flat atop an incline, where even now the shield bearers were assembling, ready to hem the fighters in until one of them lay broken and bloody on the hard earth. The baresark was working up a sweat, squatting down with a boulder clutched to his chest. Each time he stood, he raised the rock above his head then started back into another squat. He was stripped from the waist up, skin glistening with moisture, the thick hairs on his arms and chest slick and matted. The tattoos etched all over his torso expanded as his muscles filled with blood, swelling so much, the skin looked ready to split.

“’Tis a fool who sits idly by when his would-be killer is training so vigorously.”

Stupid sidled up to Nameless, the bell on his floppy hat tinkling as he shook his head in obvious awe at Jaym’s exertions.

“Two things you never do right before a fight, laddie,” Nameless said, “and one of them’s to train.”

Stupid frowned and momentarily looked every inch his name. “What sayest thou? He is bigger than you, stronger, and more fierce. With every new effort he seems to grow. You, on the other hand, languish on your rump like the already defeated.” He crouched down and leaned in close to Nameless’s ear. “Our doom is upon us. You cannot afford to tarry, let alone lose this head-fight.”

Now it was Nameless’s turn to frown. “Head-fight?”

Stupid sighed, as if he were addressing a dull four-year old. “This is not about muscles and fists; it’s about pride, and we all know what comes next, don’t we?”

Nameless was about to protest. It wasn’t pride that made it necessary to fight Jaym; it was simply about authority and the right to lead. He knew soldiers, knew the kind of thing they respected. He was about to say as much to Stupid, but doubt had already crept in unbidden. Maybe it was a pride thing. What if… He pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. That’s what Cordy must have thought. Why couldn’t anyone see? Desperate times called for desperate measures. He was only trying to save his people. Was that so hard for them to get?

“Bigger and bigger,” Stupid said, returning his gaze to Jaym, who was now curling the boulder and glancing at each of his biceps in turn.

A rough cordon had formed around the baresark—the shield bearers standing at ease and commenting to one another about Jaym’s impressive conditioning.

Nameless wondered if any of them would have stepped into the circle with the baresark? With any baresark? Didn’t matter how hard you hit those crazies, they kept on coming back for more. Shog, he’d even see one go on fighting with half his skull caved in and bits of brain sloshing out. Shoggers were so dumb, they’d continue raging a full five minutes after you’d killed them.

“That’s just pump,” Nameless said. “Always get that when I lift.” Not that he could remember the last time he’d trained. Time was he could deadlift thrice his own weight. Got so heavy, he’d had Rugbeard forge him some iron plates and a bar strong enough to take them all without snapping. Course, that was before Rugbeard got too permanently sozzled to do anything but get more sozzled.

“Then get it now,” Stupid said. “Look at the size of him. You need all the help you can get.”

“All for show,” Nameless said. “The more he lifts before the fight, the less energy he’ll have. I’d sooner come at it fresh. Could be a long haul.”

Stupid gave him a hard stare then shrugged and stood, nodding to himself as if his worries had all been assuaged.

“You seem rather serious for a fool,” Nameless said, pushing himself to his feet and doing a couple of torso twists.

Stupid eyed him as if he were going to say something profound, but then he stuck a finger up his nose, pulled out a stringy bogey, and popped it in his mouth.

“Snot serious, by any standard,” he said with a bow. “Just make sure you don’t lose.”

He moved off with a capering jig, tall hat bobbing in and out of the gathering crowd.

“Odds on favorite, Jaym the indestructible! Jaym the destroyer!” Weasel’s voice rose above the crowd.

Nameless located him standing on a cart surrounded by dwarves waving their token pouches.

Weasel was as dexterous as a seasoned card player, taking tokens and handing out slips of paper without ever pausing in his banter. “Jaym the god of pain! Jaym the—”

“Fat flatulent git?” Stupid yelled, leaping onto the cart behind Weasel. “Jaym the vacuous; Jaym the ‘I’m so scary to all the women, I have to play with myself.’”

Jaym dropped his boulder and charged at the cart, lifting its front end and tipping Weasel and Stupid out the back. He slammed it down and stormed round the side with a face like thunder.

Stupid gave a hop and a skip and slipped into the crowd like a ferret down a hole. Weasel gave Jaym an almighty slap on the arm.

“You blinkin’ stupid oaf. You scattered my tokens all over the bleedin’ ground.”

Jaym turned on him and roared, and Weasel instantly changed his tone of voice to a whine.

“It weren’t your fault, old son, but tokens are tokens, yours as well as mine.” Before Jaym could do anything, Weasel was down on his hands and knees scooping up the dull metal disks that could be exchanged for food, drink, and just about anything else a dwarf could want.

Of course, Nameless had seen it all before, the wagering on who was going to pound who into the ground, the shameless gawping of a crowd of otherwise normal folk charged with the anticipation of blood. It was in them all, even the most civilized.

Old Moary was there in his white robe of office. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. The councilor had apparently been quite a handful before the trials and responsibilities of training to be a surgeon had tempered him.

The other councilors were milling about, shaking hands with folk, heads bobbing with feigned interest in whatever they were being told.

Nameless scanned the crowd until he spotted Cordy standing by herself and looking every bit as out of place as he felt. It was her disapproval of the way he’d dealt with Grago that had started the rot. His mind was like quicksand, eating into his confidence and leaving only bitterness and the dark. Normally, a good fight would revive his spirits, but not when she was watching and judging him; judging him for what he’d done to Grago, for every blow he might inflict on Jaym. But most of all, judging him for Arx Gravis, for Thumil and Marla.

Her blue dress was grimy from the trail and frayed at the hem. It clung to her hips and drew his eye to the milkiness of her ample breasts straining to free themselves from the fabric. The rain had coiled her golden hair into ringlets that draped about her shoulders like jewelry, and her beard was braided into slender ropes that fell to her waist.

Cordy lifted her eyes, and Nameless pretended he’d been looking at something behind her. He felt his cheeks burning with shame. Where had it come from, that chink in the darkness, that longing to reach out to her, make everything all right?

She was even more lost to him than she’d been when she’d married Thumil. He was a monster in her eyes, the beast who had taken away her family. He had no right even to look at her, never mind hope for anything more. No dwarf woman would welcome his advances. The closest he’d be likely to come was Ilesa, and now even she was gone.

He looked up at the peak of the volcano smoldering in the damp air. The rain had petered out to a drizzle, but there was still no break in the clouds, which hung like a ceiling of slate. If he squinted enough, Nameless half hoped he might see Ilesa there watching and waiting. He was sure it had been her before, sure it had been her who’d killed the assassins. Why she’d do such a thing was beyond him, but Nameless was way past trying to understand her, or any other woman, come to think of it.

A cluster of dwarves was milling around the largest of the lava vents he’d explored on the way to the forest of tar. Probably sappers, judging by the picks and ropes they carried. One of them headed back toward the settlement, and the others began to lay down their tools and follow.

Even from a distance, Nameless knew it was Targ. The bow-legged walk and stooped back from years of tunneling were a dead giveaway. He wanted to wave, call the old dwarf over. Shog knew he needed to tell someone with a bit of common sense what was coming. Targ was a practical man and seemed well-liked. If anyone could persuade the Council to move the people to safety, it was him.

Odd thing was, the feeders had been right on his tail when he fled the forest of tar. There was no way he should have gotten here ahead of them, not with his stumpy legs; not judging by the sounds he’d heard razing the forest behind him. But then the noise had died down, and he’d kept running all the same. Had Blightey been toying with him, tricking him into abandoning Nils? Or were they still coming, only taking their time, certain never to lose the scent of their prey? There was no way of knowing. He had to assume the threat was real. Had to get this fight over with and convince the dwarves to flee back the way they’d come. Once they were safe, he’d go back for the boy.

The thought brought an icy chill to his guts. He’d seen what Blightey was capable of in Verusia, and he was frightened. Not that he’d admit it to anyone else, mind, but here, in the gloomy embrace of his inner dark, he didn’t mind acknowledging Blightey scared the shog out of him.

“What’s up, Butcher, shat your britches?”

Nameless started at the intrusion into his thoughts.

Two dwarves were carrying a stretcher toward the fighting circle. He recognized the dwarf on the stretcher from back at the gorge but couldn’t for the life of him recall the fellow’s name.

“Cairn.” The dwarf propped himself up on one arm. “Cairn Sternfist, you shogger. Didn’t expect you to remember. It ain’t like I’m the only one here that wants your blood, but let me tell you, I don’t have a problem with Jaym being the one to spill it. You’re dead meat, Butcher.”

The stretcher passed him like a ghost ship, wending its way through the crowd, until he could see it no longer.

Nameless idly stroked the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sticking up from the boulder its head was buried in. He felt the urge to grip it tight, wrench the blade from the stone and put an end to this nonsense.

Paxy purred in encouragement, but instead, he shook his head and stepped away. Most likely she was right, but the past was a powerful teacher. Easy as it would be to force the dwarves into submission with a display of ancient power, this had to be done another way. He had to gain their respect, not make them more afraid, if there was going to be anything worth saving. If he were to be anything but the Ravine Butcher in their eyes.

“You’ll be all right here, lassie.”

He gave the haft a parting slap. None of the other dwarves could touch her, let alone wrest her from the rock. Either he’d beat Jaym and reclaim her, or she’d become part of the scenery, a mythical axe waiting for a dwarf with the blood of the Immortals to claim her. It would be a long wait; longer even than her centuries beneath the sea in King Arios’s throne room.

“S’right thing to do, son,” Targ said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Been enough blood. Ain’t saying it’s your doing or nothing, but this needs settling the old way, in the circle. It’s what your pa would’ve done. Your ma, as well, if I ain’t too much mistook.”

Nameless’s eyes were drawn to where Jaym was rolling his shoulders and cricking his neck. The baresark’s traps were like mountains that had swallowed his neck. He started to rip handfuls of hair from his chest, leaving bloody patches where the skin came away. Jaym bared his teeth in a smirk and pointed at Nameless. The crowd started to chant, baying for blood like they always did at these events. If they didn’t quieten down soon, they’d never hear the feeders coming to devour them. Still, Nameless thought, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Better sudden death than the knowledge of what was coming.

He shook away the thought before it took hold. The dark was closing in from all sides, sapping his resolve, eating up his strength.

“When you’ve done him,” Targ said, giving his shoulder a reassuring tap, “come and see me. I’ve got a little something for you.”

“You think I can beat him?” Nameless looked the old sapper in the eye.

Targ didn’t blink once. His face was carved granite, his brow a rocky outcrop overhanging twin nuggets of glittering ore.

“Don’t need to answer that, son. You’re Droom’s boy, and don’t you forget it.” He gave a last slap to Nameless’s back and ambled away. “Oh, and one more thing.” He craned his neck and narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be wagering a week’s tokens on you breaking that shogger’s nose. Don’t let me down, now.”

Nameless watched Targ enter the crowd and soon lost him amid the pumping fists and yelled taunts.

The entire dwarf community, the survivors of Arx Gravis, roiled like an enraged sea. He shuddered and found himself reeling. That’s how he’d seen them before, back at the ravine city. That’s why he’d cut them down.

He turned his back on them, tried to force his legs to move. He could still walk away from this, head back toward the forest of tar and face the feeders alone. He had no place here. These people needed nothing he could offer. He’d known it all along: there was no forgiveness for what he’d done, and the way they were yelling at him, goading him to fight, he wasn’t sure he wanted it, either.

A series of shushes passed through the crowd until the foothills grew deathly quiet. Nameless became aware of the immensity of the volcano looming above him, casting its heavy shadow. There was a weight on his shoulders that made him feel stooped like Targ, and his face burned with the shame of knowing he could not fight, did not want to.

“What’s up, Butcher, pissed your pants?” Jaym roared.

There were a few sniggers, but the silence quickly settled again like a blanket of snow.

“I’m talking to you, dwarf with no name. What, you need to be holding your weapon to feel like a man?”

There were scattered laughs at that.

Nameless forced himself to turn and look up toward the fighting circle on its natural elevation.

Jaym towered above the dwarves hemming him in with their shields. He unfastened his britches and yanked out his dwarfhood, waving it around until it came to life.

Nameless raised an eyebrow.

“Now that’s what I call a real man,” Jaym sneered, showing the crowd his member.

Nameless had to admit, it was somewhat large, but nothing to be dismayed about. He visored his eyes with a hand and made a show of squinting.

“Give me a moment, laddie. Eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

Some capricious instinct rose up and pierced the black dog mood like a flaming arrow. Misty fetters dropped from his limbs, and the blood began to flow once more, building to a torrent that rushed through his veins.

Walking lightly on the balls of his feet, he strode toward the crowd, and a corridor opened up before him. He shook his head as he approached and held up his palms.

“Sorry, don’t get it. Anyone care to explain?”

“It’s his cock, you plonker,” someone yelled.

“A male chicken?” Nameless called back. “What’s he got a chicken for? You hungry, Jaym? Reckon you’ll need more than that scrawny bit of fowl you’ve got there, strapping lad like you.”

A woman squealed out loud at that, and the crowd turned as one to see who it was.

Cordy, standing by herself atop an outcrop of rock, put her hand to her mouth and lowered her face.

That’s my girl, Nameless thought. Fact that she hated his guts didn’t take away from the realization she was still the same old Cordy, when all’s said and done. He had to be thankful for small mercies.

“Put it away, laddie,” Nameless said as he entered the circle, and the shield wall locked in place behind him. “Spindly little thing like that’ll likely shrivel up and die in this chill.”

Jaym seemed to shrink as much as his manhood. He fumbled with the laces on his britches and covered himself.

“Show us yours, then, Butcher. Bet it ain’t half the size.”

“Oh, Jaym, I thought you didn’t care.” Nameless swung round to take in the dwarves forming the circle. “You have to watch this one. Keep your shields up, lads.”

A couple of soldiers sniggered, but the rest glowered.

“Shut the shog up and fight,” Kaldwyn Gray said. His jaw was bandaged and looked decidedly lopsided.

“Did I do that?” Nameless leaned in for a better look, but Kal shoved him back into the center with his shield.

“You know,” Nameless said with a flick of the wrist toward Jaym’s crotch, “the only time I saw anything half as impressive was in the Dead Lands surrounding Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. Hot as a strumpet’s arse, it was, and one day I came upon a dry and withered carcass that I was reliably informed was the dehydrated afterbirth of a camel.”

Cordy snorted behind her hand, and a stream of snot sprayed between her fingers. A great whoop went up from the crowd but swiftly degenerated into hushed enquiries, chief of which seemed to be, “What’s a camel?” There wasn’t much need for beasts of burden at the bottom of the ravine, and besides Rugbeard, who’d grown famous propping up the bars of New Londdyr, Nameless was alone in having seen so much of the world. At least, until the flight into Qlippoth.

“Ku-na-ga!” someone roared.

Nameless stretched up on tiptoes to see what was going on. Kunaga was the legendary founder of Arnoch, the greatest dwarf to ever have lived, according to the stories told in Arx Gravis. Pseudo-histories, Lucius had called them, but nevertheless… Nameless was touched by the compliment. He strained his neck to see this fan of his. Never hurt to have the crowd on your side. The crowd, however, had been unnerved by the cry, and dozens of dwarves were pulling back from the front to give the baresarks some room.

“Ku-na-ga!” a ferocious looking lout with green-streaked hair yelled, jabbing his finger toward Jaym.

“Ku-na-ga!” the rest of the baresarks bellowed in unison. “Ku-na-ga!”

Nameless jabbed a thumb over his shoulder and did his best to look shocked and hurt. “Oh, he’s Kunaga. And I thought you meant—”

Something slammed into his lumber spine and pitched him headlong into a shield hub. A series of flashes sparked behind his eyes. White-hot pain throbbed in his back and radiated down both legs. He tried to clutch the edges of the shield, hold himself upright, but he was shoved roughly back into the ring, where he crumpled in a heap.

“Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga!” the baresarks chanted, beating their chests in a thunderous din.

Nameless blinked and shook his head. Black dots swam across his vision, and then Jaym came into focus, looming above him, boulder-like fist raised to strike.

“Not so cocky, now, are you?” Jaym growled through a mouthful of foam. “Not so shogging tough.”

Nameless wiggled his toes, relieved he could still move them. He shifted his hip and winced as a dagger blade of pain ripped through his spine. He tried to sit up, but Jaym’s fist hammered into his face, and his head bounced as it hit the ground.

“Ku-na-ga!” the baresarks cheered.

Nameless could have sworn the rest of the crowd had joined in. To his fuggy brain, it sounded like a reunion of angry sky gods was having a thunderclap tourney. He rolled to one side and lifted his head, straight into the path of another skull-jolting punch.

“Shog,” Nameless spluttered, putting a hand to his mouth. “Shogging tooth’s out.” He swilled coppery blood about until he located the offending molar with his tongue and spat it into his palm. “I liked that tooth.”

He narrowed his eyes to see through his distorted vision.

Jaym was all bunched up, a mountain of muscle. His traps were up around his ears, and his arms were like swollen tree trunks.

Nameless pushed himself into a sitting position and licked at the gap where his tooth had been. “That was my favorite tooth. My mother gave it to me. Actually, my mother gave me—”

“Shut the shog up and fight!” Jaym growled, and the baresarks responded with another chorus of chanting.

“You cheating coward,” someone heckled.

Nameless turned his head to see.

It was Lampol Drynn, peering above his shield. The dwarves either side of him elbowed him to keep him quiet.

“What you say?” Jaym stormed toward him.

“I said—” but Drynn didn’t get to finish. Jaym ripped the shield from his arm and pounded him in the face over and over.

Nameless found his knees but was swaying like he’d downed a keg of Thumil’s home brew.

Drynn’s legs buckled, but Jaym held him by the collar and kept delivering bludgeoning blows to his face. Something cracked, and blood spurted in rhythmic gouts.

“Oh, shog,” Nameless groaned, making it to his feet and lurching. “Someone keep the ground still.”

The crowd had gone quiet, the only sound the thump, splat, thump of Jaym beating Drynn to a pulp. Surely someone would put a stop to this. Surely the other Red Cloaks in the shield circle…

Nameless slapped himself hard on the cheek, but it just felt like a sack of coal slid from one side of his skull to the other. He tried again, then he palmed his forehead. Still Jaym pounded away, bent over the prone Drynn, and no one else moved.

“I once knew a shogger called Jaym,” Nameless sang to the tune of an old folk song he and Thumil had terrorized the taverns with.

Thump, splat, thump.

Nameless took an unsteady step toward the baresark. “Who played an unusual game. He lay on the grass with his thumb up his…”

Jaym dropped Drynn’s limp body and spun round.

“Glad to have your attention,” Nameless said. He staggered to the left but steadied himself by stamping and rolling his head. “Now, I’ve a bone to pick with you, laddie.”

Jaym growled and lifted his blood-drenched fist for the crowd to see.

“That’s what you get for plucking your own piles,” Nameless said.

The baresark roared and lunged, his fist scything in a whooshing roundhouse. Nameless swayed to one side and felt its wind pass in front of his face. Jaym came back at him with a left, but Nameless blocked with his forearm. The impact did everything he hoped it would. Streams of magma surged through his veins, firing his muscles and burning the fog from his brain.  And he thanked shog for the blood of the Immortals.

Jaym swung again with his right, connecting with Nameless’s cheek. Nameless rolled with the punch and only felt it smart. He ducked inside and hammered a right into the baresark’s ribs. Jaym grunted and countered with a downward hammer blow to the back of Nameless’s neck. Nameless went with it and slipped away to one side, raining a combination of uppercuts into Jaym’s body, and then almost launching himself as he cracked a fierce uppercut to the baresark’s jaw. Something popped and Jaym staggered back.

Nameless followed up with a jab to the nose and a cross to the shoulder. Jaym bellowed and charged, but Nameless sidestepped and cracked him a good one on the temple. The baresark whirled, thrashing about wildly but not connecting. His jaw was off to one side, and blood oozed from the corner of his mouth.

Nameless ducked beneath a wild swing and crunched a fist into Jaym’s forehead, opening a deep cut above the eye. Blood gushed down the baresark’s face, but it only seemed to make him more enraged. Nameless hit him again and again, bobbing and weaving, accepting numbing blows to his arms and rolling with the punches to his head. He landed another colossal blow to Jaym’s chin, this time expecting him to go down. If he hadn’t been a baresark, he would have. By the time he realized he should have been unconscious, he could still have ripped Nameless limb from limb. Jaym barely staggered under the blow, and responded with a fierce back-fist that sent Nameless reeling away against the shield circle.

Someone slammed a shield into his back. He glanced over his shoulder to see that it was Kal. Before he could say anything, Jaym was coming at him, arms outstretched and groping.

Nameless batted a hand aside and threw a punch, but Jaym got hold of his collar and tugged him in close. Nameless kneed him in the groin, but Jaym didn’t flinch. The baresark’s hands closed around his neck and squeezed. The pressure on Nameless’s windpipe was staggering, and he could already hear the cracking protest of cartilage. He frantically wrestled with Jaym’s wrists but could find no purchase. He stamped on toes, angled an elbow toward his face, but nothing seemed to have any effect.

Nameless’s breaths came in wheezy gasps. His cheeks were swollen to bursting point, and his head started to swim.

The dull muffled thrum of the baresarks’ chanting was barely distinguishable from the desperate tattoo of his struggling heart. On impulse, he allowed his body to go limp. Jaym relaxed for an instant, and Nameless threw himself forward, headbutting him squarely on the bridge of the nose.

Jaym’s head went back in a spray of blood. Nameless wedged a foot behind him and pushed. Jaym toppled backward like a felled tree and, at the same time, Nameless launched himself, landing knees first on his chest and cracking an elbow into his face. The breath whooshed from the baresark’s lungs, and he grunted, but he didn’t lie still. He swept Nameless from him with a massive arm and lumbered to his feet, letting out a bloodcurdling roar and seeming to swell with the sound. Nameless was up in an instant, dancing away and wondering how the shog he could end this.

A keening wail carried on the breeze, and everyone looked skyward, expecting to see some horror among the dispersing clouds. It was a bizarre trick of the wind, or perhaps of Qlippoth, like the shifting of terrain that had plagued their journey to the forest of tar. It was hard to tell how close they were, but Nameless knew there wasn’t much time. The feeders had come at last.

“Look back down the valley,” he yelled above the heads of the shield-bearers. “They’ll be coming along from the—”

He ducked on instinct, and Jaym lunged past him, his fist finding nothing but air.

“That’s it, maggot-cock,” Nameless said. He leapt onto the baresark’s back and wrapped a forearm around his neck. “We don’t have time for this.” He applied pressure with his other arm and grimaced with the effort.

Another chorus of screeches cut through the air, but Nameless didn’t dare look. Jaym smashed him backward into a shield, knocking the wind out of him. Still, Nameless clung on, even when the shield-bearer cracked him in the back of the head and shoved the pair of them into the center of the circle. Jaym spun around like a dog chasing its tail. He flailed with his arms. Nameless took a back-fist on the cheek that made his eyes water, but all he did in return was tighten his hold.

Jaym put his head down and charged the shield wall, bowling over a dwarf and then turning to scrape Nameless along the edge of the neighboring shield. Something sharp tore open the skin of Nameless’s shoulder, which began to burn like shog. He slammed his forehead into the back of Jaym’s skull. The baresark let out a gurgling choke and pitched over backward, landing with sickening force on Nameless’s ribcage. Jaym followed up with an elbow to the guts and then rolled from side to side, trying to crush Nameless with his weight.

“Hold on,” Nameless told himself through gritted teeth. Hold on and squeeze.

He found purchase with a foot and used it to lever them both over so that Jaym was facedown and Nameless was astride him. He leaned back, strengthening his chokehold, and the baresark gasped and shook.

Jaym reached behind, trying to grab hold of something, but Nameless put a knee against the back of his shoulder and pinioned him. Jaym’s other hand flapped weakly against the dirt a few times and then stilled. All tension went out of the baresark’s neck, and Nameless let his head drop with a thud.

He rolled off and swayed as he stood. His head was pounding, and his body was a muddle of different pains. In his mind, he heard the crowd cheering his name, or lack of one, but in reality, the fight with Jaym had all but been forgotten. The dwarves were looking about with panic in their eyes, and the only sounds were the approaching shrieks and the gabbled responses.

“My axe,” Nameless growled, pushing past Kaldwyn Gray and peering through the crowd. “Where’s my shogging axe?”

Kal’s hand fell on his shoulder, and Nameless turned. The contempt had left Kal’s eyes. If anything he looked in awe.

“Butcher…”

Nameless glared at him. He’d had about all he could take from the shogger.

“Sorry,” Kal said. “Don’t know what else to call you. Look, I…”

“Out of my way,” Nameless said, barging past.

A group of baresarks parted for him like gobsmacked sheep. Nameless tensed but then realized they were completely cowed.

“What?” he said. “No Ku-na-ga? Not even for me?”

The green-haired lout shook his head and looked away.

“Ho hum,” Nameless said.

Old Moary was crouched over the prone body of Lampol Drynn, examining his eyes and rummaging through an ancient medical bag.

“Will he…?” Nameless asked absently, looking around for sign of the approaching feeders.

“I think so,” Moary said. “Skull’s as thick as a brick, same as his dad’s was.”

“You have to get him into the tunnels, along with everyone else,” Nameless said.

“But we can’t move him until—”

“No choice.”

Nameless forced his way through the frightened crowd. The dwarves were huddling together, asking each other what was going on in hushed whispers. It was the sort of thing that would get them all killed. Had they learned nothing from the slaughter at Arx Gravis?

“Dinner time!” Stupid hollered from somewhere amid the confusion. “And guess who’s on the menu?”

“Where?” a white-robed councilor yelled. It was Nip Garnil, looking like he urgently needed the latrine. “Where are they?”

“What are they?” someone else cried.

Panic spread through the crowd, with everyone asking questions and no one answering.

“Now, you all just shut the shog up!” Silence fell like a hammer blow, and all eyes turned toward the base of the volcano.

Twenty feet above, on a knuckle of charred rock, Targ stood with a spyglass raised.

“These ol’ eyes can’t see as good as they once could, but I can make out a shit load o’ nasty-looking shoggers spilling into the arse end of yon pass. By my reckoning, must be a mile or two off yet. Sound’s probably amplified by them valley walls.”

Nameless caught sight of Weasel slipping through the crowd, clutching a sack of tokens close to his chest, and casting shifty-eyed looks all around him. 

Stupid’s hat bobbed in and out of sight until he emerged just below Targ.

“Now, I says we do what we dwarves do best and head underground,” Targ said. “My boys have scouted out these here lava vents.” He cocked a thumb toward the openings further up the base of the mountain. “Grab what you can, but be quick about it, then get your sorry asses up here in an orderly fashion.”

Shouts and cries went up in a panicked chorus. Some folk headed to the tents, while others tussled over packs and provisions. Here and there, children cried amid the confusion.

Nameless cut a beeline through them all and yanked the Axe of the Dwarf Lords from the stone. He lifted her high, and Paxy shone with the brilliance of a thousand stars.

“Now, you listen to me!” His voice boomed like thunder, and Paxy flared in time with each syllable. He frowned at the shining blades then continued. “You’ve been told what to do, now just do it. Grab what you need, but make it quick. Then get up to those openings as fast as you can.”

“That is a decision for the Council!” someone yelled.

Nameless scanned the crowd until he saw a white-clad dwarf step toward him.

Yuffie the Corrupt, as Nameless liked to think of him. He had a gut like a pregnant donkey’s, and his beard was tied with so much silver braid, it was a wonder he could lift his chin.

“You tried telling us what to do once before,”—Yuffie swept out his arm, taking in the whole assembly—“and we all know what happened then, Corrector.”

Old Moary tottered into view, two dwarves carrying a stretcher behind him bearing Lampol Drynn.

“Councilor Yuffie,” Old Moary said, “this is not the time—”

“Oh, but I disagree, Councilor Moary. This is why we have a Council. Why the Council was created in the—”

Cordy stepped out of the crowd. “I agree with Councilor Moary. I say we grant emergency powers…” Her hard eyes met Nameless’s for an instant, and then she jabbed a finger in his direction. “… to the Nameless Dwarf.”

Nameless froze, his mind a whir of confusion.

“I object!” Yuffie said.

“Object this,” Old Moary said, and thumped him square on the jaw.

Yuffie screamed like a berated child. “You hit me!” he cried. “You see that? He hit me!”

Old Moary held his fist up to Yuffie’s face. “Hit you again, if you don’t shut your whining.”

“Well?” Cordy demanded.

Nameless shook his head. “Not me,” he said. “I can’t.” Not after Arx Gravis.

“Fine,” Cordy snapped.

“Are you all as mad as me?” Stupid cried from his perch up on the slope. “He who spoke first speaks most sense.”

“Yes,” Nameless said, looking up at Targ. “The fool’s right. Targ should lead, at least until the people are safe.”

“Gets my vote,” Old Moary said.

Nameless’s eyes widened in surprise. It was most out of character for the councilor to be so decisive. His whole reputation was built upon his legendary prevarication.

Old Moary must have read his thoughts from his expression. “Wasn’t always a crusty old councilor,” he said. “I was known for being impetuous in my younger days, and there’s nothing like a crisis to make a man feel young again.”

The rest of the councilors emerged from the crowd, looking as lost as everyone else.

“My vote, too,” Cordy said, and turned on her colleagues, as if daring them to contradict her. No one did.

“Well I ain’t much of a leader,” Targ said, “so I’ll just have to do what comes natural. Councilor Moary, reckon you can organize this rabble and bring ’em up here without too much squabbling?”

Old Moary straightened up, his joints cracking and popping. “Consider it done.”

“Councilor Cordana,” Targ said. “Make sure we have enough supplies for a long haul. We’re gonna need to make sure it’s rationed. Just the essentials, mind. Don’t want no wasted load.”

Cordy immediately turned to the crowd and started collecting volunteers.

“And someone make sure those baresarks bring Jaym along,” Targ said. “I’ve a feeling we’re gonna need him.” He made his way down the slope, while all around, the dwarves were charged with activity.

The councilors were in among them, forming teams and issuing orders, doing what they should do, rather than wasting weeks and months on endless circular debates that served nothing but the status quo.

Targ stopped at a cart and pulled down a large sack that clanked when it hit the ground.

“Said I’d got something for you,” he said when he reached Nameless, “and I reckon now’s about as good a time as any.”

He reached inside the sack and drew out a chainmail hauberk. The links were well oiled and glistening. There were breaks in the chains here and there, where the armor had turned a blade or two, no doubt.

“It was your pa’s, son, from afore he took to the mines for a living. Gave it to me when I was down on tokens. Told me to barter it for grub. He was a good bloke, your pa. Best I ever knew.”

Nameless felt a tremor pass through his limbs as he touched the cold metal. He saw a fleeting vision of his father with tears in his eyes. It was the last time Droom had read from the family roll of names, like he always did on Nameless’s birthday, which was also the memorial of his ma’s death. Thumil had been there. Cordy, too. And then he saw Lucius. Poor Lucius, so bright and yet so foolhardy. Lucius who had started all that crazy black axe business and paid for it with his life.

“How come you still have it?” he asked.

“Shame, I guess,” Targ said. “This old armor meant a lot to Droom, I could tell that. Yet he parted with it so a mate could eat. A stupid mate, who’d wasted all his tokens at the seven card table. I made a promise to myself that day, a promise I keep even now. I gave up the cards, and I kept the armor as a reminder. I offered him it back once, but he told me to keep it, give it to someone who needed it more than I did. Well, that’s what I’m doing now. Not only that, I’m giving it to the bloke it should rightly belong to.”

“Thank you,” Nameless said. “This means—”

“That ain’t all,” Targ said, reaching back into the sack and drawing out a horned helmet. “Your pa’s lucky helm. Like the mail, it’s yours now.”

Nameless accepted it and set it upon his head.

Targ slapped him on the shoulder. “Get kitted up, son. Time to prove these shoggers wrong and make your ol’ pa proud.”

A screech echoed along the valley, sending a shudder through Nameless’s heart. He held out the chainmail to Targ and took a deep breath.

“Right you are,” he said. “Buckle me up.”







ILESA







Ilesa was tiring, the effort of flying through the swirling wind too much. She had to stay aloft, though. Had to.

Hundreds of spindly, mannish creatures swept through the valley below, consuming anything that lived as they went—plants, rodents, insects. The only things spared were the rocks and the dust. Them and Nils, who was standing like an island amid a sea of devastation, cocooned in some silvery sphere of light. And then there was Silas, who the creatures avoided like the plague.

There was something different about the wizard. His features had altered so much, Ilesa wouldn’t have recognized him, but for the clothes. He carried a black staff that gave off malevolence in waves, and he held a leash, one end of which entered the silver sphere and wrapped around Nils’s neck.

The lad was pale as a ghost, wide eyes riveted to the raving swarm passing all around him. How they must have appeared close up, with only the shimmering sphere between Nils and their insatiable hunger, Ilesa shuddered to think. They loped like apes, scraping furrows in the dirt with their three-clawed hands, but the instant they sensed anything consumable, they bounded and leapt with preternatural speed. They were vaguely human, but with long gangly limbs and featureless faces, save for the undulating maws that gaped like funnels. It was the mouths that defined them, she realized, the mouths that held your attention and commanded you to run.

Ilesa’s heart was flapping about in her feathered chest harder than her wings beat the air. She needed to land somewhere; land and rest. Just for a minute or two, enough to catch her breath. It felt like she carried a boulder in her talons. 

She glided in a wide arc, coming to settle on a gnarled outcrop of volcanic rock high up on the valley wall. Patches of lichen and moss coated the stone like a threadbare rug.

She was too tired to maintain the transformation, and resumed her human form in a low crouch, then rolled onto her butt, heaving in great lungfuls of air. 

The instant she did, a howl went up from the sea of creatures. They broke away from the torrent in columns and raced up the bank like rats following a trail of biscuit crumbs. Immediately, her hands went to her sword and dagger, but she knew fighting so many would be futile.

Down below, Silas pointed up at her, swirls of darkness forming on his fingertips. She rolled aside, even as ribbons of misty blackness licked at the bank, putrefying the sparse vegetation wherever they touched. The thought of what the spell might have done to her doubled her galloping heartbeat and flooded her flagging limbs with reserves of energy.

Above the rocky protrusion, the valley wall grew sheer all the way to the top. It would be a hard climb but probably the best chance she had.

The shrill screeches were so urgent, so hungry, they set her ears to ringing and drove all clear thought from her mind.

The first of the creatures was already scrabbling about for a way around the edge of the outcrop. Hundreds of the things were close behind, climbing over each other in their hurry to get to her.

Silas raised both hands and unleashed ten streamers of blackness.

Ilesa leapt from the outcrop, her fingers finding purchase on the barest knob of rock. She grunted at the jolt to her shoulders and quickly switched her handhold as her fingers threatened to let go. She looked up at the dizzying heights and cursed herself for being an ass. How many times had she scaled the walls of some lord or other’s towers so she could slit his throat while his guards patrolled the grounds below? Some had been so high, she’d have been no more than a puddle if she’d fallen. The first rule of climbing, she’d taught herself, was to focus on her hands and look neither up nor down.

She strafed along horizontally, hand over hand, until she found a crack to wedge the toe of her boot in and push herself upward. A loud screech made her chance a look over her shoulder.

The lead creature had climbed atop the outcrop and promptly flung itself in pursuit. It struck the wall hard, flailed about for something to hold onto, and fell, tumbling head over heels into the creatures below. Five, maybe six, of the things pitched to the valley floor.

Silas tugged on Nils’s leash and drew the boy out of harm’s way. Good thing was, it stopped the wizard from getting off another spell.

Turning her eyes back to her hands, Ilesa pulled herself up, shoulders and biceps burning with the effort. She felt about blindly with her feet but could find nowhere to put them. Letting go with one hand, she swung herself to the right, reaching desperately upward and scratching at the rock-face until she lodged her fingertips in a crack. She winced at the smarting of torn skin. Rivulets of bright blood trickled down the back of her hand, snaking all the way to her elbow.

The chittering and screaming from below told her more of the creatures had reached the outcrop, and a quick glance down showed that some of them had made the leap and were climbing in pursuit.

She found a thin lip of rock to press her toes against and reached up, seeking another handhold. Curling the ends of her fingers over the edge of a depression, she flexed her arms, but her hand slipped in its own blood, leaving her hanging by the other hand over the drop.

She froze for an instant, staring at the swaying valley floor, then gritted her teeth and swung back, stretching out her injured hand. This time, she found a crack to wedge her stinging fingertips into. She pulled herself to an overhang, threw her leg over the edge, and rolled herself onto the narrow surface.

Her pursuers must have sensed their prey pulling away, as they intensified their screeching and climbed with greater abandon. One clambered over the back of another and launched itself up at the ledge. Fingers curled over the edge, and then the all-consuming mouth appeared, sucking and slurping.

Ilesa looked up, seeking the best handholds, and knowing she lacked the strength to make it to the top. And even if she did, these things wouldn’t give up. She could tell, as she watched more three-clawed hands clamp over the edge of the shelf, and then the first of the creatures levered itself up.

She caught sight of a vertical crack splitting the rock-face just above the ledge. The lead creature leapt at her, but she was already changing. It swiped thin air with its claws as Ilesa flopped to the cold stone in the form of a snake and slithered into the crack. She pressed herself as far back as she could and coiled her neck around to watch. Her breaths came in staccato hisses, her tongue flicking out to taste the air.

Claws scrabbled about at the mouth of the crack but couldn’t get more than an inch inside. The screeches turned to cries of frustration and rage.

Ilesa closed her eyes and prayed. Prayed that they would tire and leave her alone. She had no idea who she prayed to—maybe the capricious ape-god at the heart of Aethir, maybe the god of the universe the loony Wayists of New Londdyr ranted on about. In all honesty, she didn’t give a shog. The act was akin to a message in a bottle, and probably just as effective.

After an age, the screeches grew muffled and distant. When she wriggled to the opening, there was nothing outside.

She slithered all the way out onto the ledge and resumed her human form. Wind whipped up, coming down the valley from the south and streaming her hair out behind her. That was a good thing, she thought, watching the creatures swarming down to the valley floor and flowing past Nils and Silas: she was downwind of them. They surged like a tidal wave, their hungry maws turned toward the shadows cast by the volcano at the valley’s end.

When the tide passed, Silas yanked on Nils’s leash and led the boy stumbling after the pack.

There was something different about the way the wizard walked, something poised, almost stately. Whatever had happened to him, the change didn’t look good. He’d aged horrendously, his nose protruding like a hooked beak from his wizened features, and his hair had turned the color of piss-stained linen.

And it wasn’t just a physical change, either. Something had altered between him and Nils. Yes, they’d always ribbed each other in the past, and Silas had made a show of being irritated by the boy, but it had essentially been the relationship of squabbling siblings, with Silas the critical older brother. If anything, they had grown closer during the journey through Qlippoth, Silas tutoring the boy, and Nils’s jibes being undercut by an aura of respect.

This new development—Silas leading Nils like a dog—set Ilesa on a train of thought that made the skin of her face pull taut, her eyes narrow, and her blood frost over. This was something she knew only too well, back from when the creep had done such things to her little Davy. Back when she’d been too much of a coward to stop him.







NAMELESS







The opening they’d chosen was wide enough to drive three carts through, side by side. Targ’s reasoning was based on certain signs he’d seen on the stonework—scratch marks that could have been made by anything, as far as Nameless could see, and crisscrossing furrows running down the center of the floor that the old sapper reckoned were caused by heavily laden carts, no doubt bearing tools and construction materials, maybe even rich ore mined in the depths of the volcano.

“Don’t see it myself,” Nameless said as the last stragglers passed into the lava vent, pausing to take in their surroundings, looking half-relieved to be underground and half-terrified at the gathering screeches from behind.

Targ had certainly picked an impressive tunnel, clearly the main vent, and the largest by far. It was ridged with concentric circles that ran away into the distance. Stubs and nodules of cooled magma dotted the walls and ceiling like stunted stalactites, or blisters coating the gullet of a fossilized dragon.

“Look, son,” Targ said, indicating a hairline groove cut all the way round the entrance. “Started marking it up, they did. Reckon this was gonna be gated.” 

He ran his finger along the track of the groove and brought it first to his nose, then his lips. He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow.

“Been cut with scarolite.” He rubbed his hands on his apron. “No mistaking the residue.”

Nameless took a look himself, and sure enough, his finger came away coated with rock dust that was here and there flecked with green. The only race capable of extracting ore from the intractable veins of scarolite and melding it into tools was—

“Dwarf Lords, my old son,” Targ said. “Maybe they weren’t just legends, after all.”

“I’ve seen them.” Nameless thought back to King Arios’s throne room beneath the waves. “Well, not exactly seen them, but I’ve seen their city, Targ. I’ve seen Arnoch.” Paxy trembled and gave off a low moan.

Targ stared at him for a long moment, brows knitted like cleft rock. Finally, he nodded and clapped Nameless on the shoulder.

“Need to get going, son. Whatever those things are, they ain’t far behind. My boys have got this entrance rigged to blow. Just need to put a few finishing touches myself.”

Old Moary shuffled up from the far end of the tunnel, switching a rusty hatchet from hand to hand.

“You should see this place,” he said. “Goes right back, deep in the heart of the volcano, and there’s a steady gradient.”

“Down to the roots, no doubt,” Targ said. “Following the course of the lava.” He gave a thoughtful look.

“What is it?” Nameless asked.

“Just hope we can get out the other end.” Targ’s mouth hung slack, and there was fear in his eyes.

Nameless’s heart skipped a beat, and it felt like the ceiling was pressing down on him.

“Just joshing, son.” Targ winked and gave a throaty laugh. “I got a hunch these here tunnels have been worked considerably and won’t be leading to no dead end. Besides, if they do, we’re dwarves, ain’t we? We’ll just dig our way out the back. Might take a few years,” he added. “And I suppose we might starve to death. No, like I was saying, this has the feel of dwarven engineering about it. Who knows, perhaps the vents follow a stream of scarolite all the way back to a city made of gold. Come on, son, no more glumness. Let’s you and me get these folk to safety. Just need a few minutes to run my fuses and check them charges.” He indicated the walls ten foot back from the opening, where holes had been bored into the rock at intervals of a foot or so.

Nameless thought back to the gorge, when he’d been chained to the wall with charges set all around him. Targ had been kind enough to him then, but with hindsight, it was like the kindness of a farmer sharpening his blades so that when he slaughtered a favorite pig, it didn’t feel much pain. He shook his head, not wanting to go there. Targ was as good as they came, but just like the rest of the citizens of Arx Gravis, he was a stickler for law and duty, bound to service in the name of the greater good. At times it seemed the dwarves functioned as one body, and when parts didn’t do as they were meant to, they got lopped off—Nameless caught Old Moary eyeing him, apparently waiting for him to say something—or surgically removed.

“… punch to your head rupture your eardrums?” Old Moary said in an unnecessarily loud voice. “I said, we should guard the entrance while Targ finishes off.”

Nameless rubbed the bridge of his nose and blinked several times. There was too much to think about—what had happened at the gorge, Arx Gravis, the coming feeders; and then there was the matter of Nils being in the clutches of Blightey, and somewhere, deep down the other end of the tunnel, Cordy and all that she implied.

“Got any mead?” he said in a voice that sounded muffled and distant in his head.


“Never without it.” Old Moary pulled a flask from his robe pocket and took a swig before handing it to Nameless. “Only thing that makes Council meetings bearable.”

Nameless gulped some down, relishing the honeyed aftertaste. His arm felt leaden lifting the flask, and when he looked, it was covered with yellowish bruises. “But I thought—”

“Same as the rest of them,” Old Moary said. “Thought I was a boring old codger who would take six hours deciding which socks to wear.”

“Socks?”

Old Moary hitched up his robe to better display his thick woolen socks, one gray, the other brown, encased in cracked leather sandals.

Nameless winced as shooting pains lanced through his spine. He put his fist into the small of his back. Jaym had caught him good there, and now the battle-lust had worn off, he was once more feeling the results.

“Wife used to hate it,” Old Moary said. “My little rebellion, I always thought. The point is that none of us on the Council had much freedom for any sort of decision making, least not anything that would alter the status quo. Once you realize that, it’s easier to just settle in and enjoy the endless discussions that lead nowhere and achieve nothing.”

Nameless sucked on his front teeth. That’s what Lucius had been so frustrated with. Nothing ever changed. Year in, year out, just the same old stagnant society, too afraid to act in case they repeated the errors of the past.

“Well, this ain’t one of your Council meetings now,” Targ said. “I got a dozen more charges to check and fifty yards of wire to play out. Sound of things out there, I’ll get halfway through the first, and then my arse’ll be mincemeat.”

Nameless strode to the entrance with his axe over one shoulder. “How long do you need?”

“Ten shakes of a cat’s knackers,” Targ said, and continued poking about in the holes his sappers had made.

Echoing footfalls announced the arrival of more dwarves from down the tunnel. Kaldwyn Gray came to attention before Old Moary but then sidled up to Nameless at the tunnel mouth. He’d brought with him a couple of hard-looking shoggers and a bruised and battered Jaym. The baresark’s head was lowered, and he leaned on the hilt of his enormous broadsword.

“Councilor Cordana sent us,” Kal said. “She’s got most of the community in a cavern about quarter of a mile in. We’re to hold the entrance till Targ can do his stuff.”

There was movement below in the mouth of the valley, and Nameless stepped out onto the ledge in front of the tunnel to get a better look.

He squinted, but the shapes spilling out onto the base of the volcano were little more than blurs. It made him wish Nils was there with his sharp eyes. If the lad was still alive. He may as well have been an ocean away, what with being on the other side of the horde. What Blightey would do to him, Nameless could only imagine. Back in Verusia, he’d first seen the Lich Lord’s castle through a forest of impaled victims. The stench of piss and ordure was still strong in his nostrils, and yet he couldn’t help thinking they had been the lucky ones, the ones who’d escaped Blightey’s more intimate attentions in the horrific torture chambers where Nameless and his companions had finally confronted him.

“Listen, Nameless,” Kal said, joining him on the ledge. “Back at the circle—”

“I know. Impressive, wasn’t it?” Nameless couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.

Kal had always been a good soldier, loyal to a fault. He’d looked up to Nameless when they served together—you might have said worshipped him. Perhaps that was why he’d taken the butchery back at Arx Gravis so much worse than the others. They were scared and angry, without a shadow of a doubt, but with Kal, it went much deeper. For him it was a personal betrayal, although nothing compared with what Cordy must have felt.

“I just wanted to say—”

“Idols with clay feet can’t be rebuilt, laddie. Nor should you try.”

Kal rubbed his bandaged jaw and winced. His eyes roved to the scene below, where hundreds of gray shapes swept toward the volcano. “Think Targ can do it in time?”

“Course I can do it, son,” Targ yelled from inside the tunnel. “That’s if you and your boys can hold the fort for a couple o’ minutes.”

The two dwarves Kal had brought with him stepped out onto the ledge. One bore a massive shield that seemed to have been molded from solid iron. It bore the telltale dimples of where it had been hammered back into shape after taking a beating. If it encumbered him any, the dwarf didn’t show it, but his shield arm was about half the size again of his other, the muscles full and rounded, crisscrossed with blue veins. A flanged mace hung from a leather belt cinched tightly beneath his overhanging belly. There was something familiar about him, but also something different: the shield. That was it. Duck was his name. Thumil had assigned him to Cordy as her bodyguard, back before things had gone so horribly wrong.

The other was lean for a dwarf, and much older. His ginger-gray beard barely covered his neck and was braided into a trident. He had a bronze buckler strapped to one arm and carried a viciously curved dagger.

“Shog me,” he said, gawping at the feeders scaling the slope on all fours, scampering hand over feet, mouths flaring wider than their faces and emitting their bloodcurdling howls. “There’s no end to ’em.”

Nameless put a hand on his shoulder and frowned. “You up to this, laddie?”

“Grok,” the dwarf said, moistening his lips. “Name’s Grok.”

“Grok the Garrote?” Nameless asked. The infamous assassin who’d spent a decade in the ravine city’s deepest dungeons.

“The same.” Grok patted his belt. “Ain’t got no wire no more, though. Thinking of changing my name.” He held the dagger to his face and leered at it.

“Shouldn’t you be locked up somewhere?”

“Shouldn’t you?” Grok retorted, his eyes slits that looked Nameless up and down like they were planning where to stick his blade.

Nameless felt a stony calm descend. He fixed Grok with a stern look, but the assassin’s eyes flicked this way and that so much, you could hardly call it eye-contact. Grok sniffed and shrugged off Nameless’s hand so he could get a better look over the edge.

Duck held out his hand, and Nameless grasped the wrist. “You remember me?”

“Aye, I remember,” Nameless said. “Duck.”

“It’s what they say when I swing this,” Duck said, unhooking his mace and holding it aloft.

“Aye, I remember that, too,” Nameless said, rubbing his jaw. When he’d become the Butcher and rampaged through the ravine, he’d come that close to killing Kal when someone had called out “Duck!” and he’d turned right into the path of a walloping blow from that mace. And the second time, when he’d come within an inch of slaying Cordy, Duck’s shield had got in the way. Nameless forced himself not to think anymore on it. Cordy and Duck had survived, barely. Baby Marla hadn’t.

“Real name’s—”

“No,” Nameless said. “Duck’s the lad for this job, I reckon.”

Nameless looked up, straight into the eyes of Jaym. The baresark’s jaw was lopsided and purple, and it looked like he’d got an apple lodged in his cheek. Both eyes were black, and his nose was crooked, which would make Targ’s day.

Jaym opened his mouth to speak, winced, and shut it. He put a palm beneath his chin, squeezed, and then thrust upward. There was a pop and a crack, but no scream, only a defiant growl. He rolled his head while doing a fish impression with his mouth, then tried again. “You… You… You…”

“Me. Yes, I think I get that part.”

“Nameless,” Kal said, “he’s trying to—”

“Put a boot in it, Kal. Let the man speak,” Nameless said.

Jaym’s chest expanded massively as he drew in a huge breath. “You won, Butch… Nameless. Fair and square.”

“That’s shrewd of you, laddie. And your point is?”

“Like I was saying,” Jaym said. He gritted his teeth and turned his head away.

“I tell you, he’s trying—”

“Shut it, Kal,” Nameless said. “I know what you’re up to, Jaym, and there’s no need. I’m not interested in supplanting you as top dog. The baresarks are yours to lead, and I don’t see any of them challenging you, either. No shame in coming off second best in a fight. You’re as tough as they get, and right now, I need you to focus on what’s coming up the mountain, not on your bruised ego.”

The howls and screeches suddenly grew to an ear-splitting din as a score of feeders crested an overhang and bounded with rabid fury up the last of the incline.

“If you pricks have finished,” Grok snarled over his shoulder, “it’s time to kill, assuming you got the balls for it.”

Jaym responded with a savage growl. The look he gave Grok would have cowed almost anyone, but the assassin just bared his teeth and stared daggers straight back at him.

Duck strode to the edge and began beating his mace against his shield. The resounding clangs punctuated the cries of the feeders like a sonorous death knell.

More of the creatures spilled into view, and then they stopped, upward of fifty of them clinging to the rock-face with their claws, panting, funnel-mouths quivering with anticipation.

“That told ’em,” Duck said. “Reckon if we shout loud enough, they’ll turn tail and bugger off back where they came from.”

“In Arnoch where dwarves ruled supreme,” Nameless bellowed the words of the Song of Founding. “There lived a king without a queen.”

The feeders swayed in unison, a wave poised to break at any moment. More of them clambered up from the overhang and waited.

Old Moary joined in the song and slapped Kal on the back until he started mouthing the words.

“His arm was thick, his beard was long, he forged an axe to smite all wrong.”

“Yeah, and got his throat ripped out,” Grok made a slicing gesture with his finger, “for pissing me off with his shogging song.”

Nameless made a show of rubbing his beard and looking between Old Moary and Kal. “No, no, no. Too many words, laddie. It’s all in the meter. Feet and stresses. Listen: ‘His legs like trees, his gut like lard, he shogged his foes and shogged them hard.’”

“Don’t want to ruin your education, Grok,” Duck said, “but I think they’re getting ready to—”

“SHOG!” they all cried in unison, and at the same time, the feeders screamed and surged toward them in a mass of claws and teeth.

Duck smashed his shield into the first of them, knocking it into a clot of feeders coming up behind.

Jaym bellowed something incomprehensible and powered in among them, cleaving left and right with his massive blade.

Kal yelled, sword dancing a dazzling blur.

Nameless was dimly aware of Old Moary chopping away with his hatchet, but then he saw the threat to Duck’s flanks and charged, shearing a feeder’s head from its shoulders. Black blood spurted out of the neck, and then the body was dragged back by more of the creatures and ripped to shreds.

Nameless glanced to his right, where Grok was stabbing and slashing with demonic fury. His face was awash with blood, some of it red, but much of it black. He screamed almost gleefully as his dagger bit into flesh again and again.

There was a rush of gray, and Nameless whirled around, crashing his axe through a groping arm, sending it twitching to the ground. Razor-sharp teeth lunged toward him, but Duck’s shield slammed them aside. Talons raked Nameless’s back, stopped only by the links of his pa’s chainmail.

“Back!” Targ yelled above the ocean of noise. “Pull back!”

Nameless chopped left and right with wild abandon, clearing a path. Moary stumbled away from the mass of feeders, robe rent in several places and soaked in blood, much of it his own. His face looked ashen, and his breaths came in ragged gasps. Duck took him behind the shelter of his shield and they withdrew together.

A screech from behind had Nameless turning, expecting to have his face ripped off, but Kal’s blade exited the feeder’s mouth like a steely tongue.

“Come on,” Kal said. “Let’s go.”

Wave after wave of feeders was crashing against the ledge, where Jaym and Grok stood against them like gods of rage. Black blood sprayed until the ground grew slippery, and the baresark almost lost his footing. Feeders swarmed around them, cutting off their retreat. Nameless saw Grok spin behind Jaym, and the two fought furiously, back to back.

“With me,” Nameless commanded, and Kal obeyed.

Together, they pressed into the sea of slavering fangs and slashing claws, hacking, punching, kicking until they reached Grok and Jaym. The assassin was drenched in black gore and spattered with crimson, but he showed no signs of weakening. He gutted a feeder to his right, and when another took the opportunity to pounce from his left, he bashed it full in the face with his buckler.

“Retreat!” Nameless roared above the screeching.

“Shog off,” Grok snarled. “We have ’em, I tell you. Bastards!” He punched his dagger through the roof of a feeder’s mouth, up into its brain, assuming it even had one.

Three of the creatures threw themselves at Jaym, gouging his skin and hanging there so they could rip into him with their teeth. The baresark screamed his fury and thrashed around, trying to dislodge them. Nameless grabbed one by the arm and yanked it clear. It turned on him but found an axe blade wasn’t good to eat. Kal skewered another, and then Jaym got the last by the throat and squeezed with one hand while smacking the crowding creatures back with his sword.

“Ten!” Targ yelled from back in the tunnel.

Teeth bit into Nameless’s shoulder, snapping a link in his mail. He cracked Paxy’s haft into a gray skull, and the creature dropped.

“Nine!”

“What the shog?” Grok said.

More feeders poured onto the ledge. They climbed over each other in their desperation to taste flesh, a rolling, undulating landslide that threatened to smother the defenders at any moment.

“Eight!”

Something about the urgency in Targ’s voice smashed through the fog of battle, and Nameless cursed himself for a stupid shogger.

“Run!” he bellowed, and charged headlong through the outflanking feeders with Kal in tow.

Duck and Old Moary had made it by the looks of things, which left only—

Jaym hurtled into him, Grok under one arm.

Nameless snatched hold of Kal’s cloak, and the four of them tumbled through the tunnel entrance to land in a heap at Targ’s feet.

“Ah, shog it,” Targ said. “Detonate!”

He pressed down on a plunger, and a concussive explosion shook the mountain.

The feeders’ screeching crescendoed, and then the ceiling collapsed on top of them in an avalanche of rocks and dust.







NILS







There was a muffled boom that made Nils’s heart leap into his mouth. His first thought was that the volcano was erupting, but the thought was short-lived. He slipped on a slick rock and the only thing that stopped him falling on his ass and cracking the back of his head was the tightening of the leash about his neck. Blightey held the other end effortlessly, suspending him like a grisly puppet.

The Lich Lord was staring up the volcano, to where the tunnel the feeders had been swarming into was supposed to be. Smoke rose in spiraling plumes above a tumbling, clattering sea of rock that scattered the creatures before it.

Nils tried to get his fingers between the leash and his skin, but it had already cut too deep. His eyes felt ready to burst from their sockets, and he choked and gasped like a fish on the hook. The peak of the volcano swayed above him, and his guts swilled up into his throat, bottlenecked by the constriction.

Blightey swung the Ebon Staff toward him, fingers of chill mist roiling from its tip and numbing his flesh where they touched. Nils kicked about wildly, legs seeming like they had a life of their own, feet an inch off the ground. The staff shuddered, and Nils could have sworn he heard it slurp.

“It senses the nearness of death,” Blightey said. He let the leash run through his fingers, and Nils pitched to his hands and knees. “Yours mostly, but also that which lies ahead.”

Nils glanced up at the feeders clambering over the settling rubble, half-expecting them to turn toward him with those huge gobs hungering for his flesh. Good thing was, the silver sphere still surrounded him, and the shoggers paid him no heed. Made him want to ask what this death was that was so close. Maybe Blightey had got tired of him, because he didn’t want to be no apprentice. Course, it could have been the staff itself that had it in for Nils. Thing like that probably had all manner of evil intentions. It was best not to think on it, best to change the subject.

“That noise…” He rubbed his throat and coughed. “What was it?” He’d seen the flash of blades in the tunnel mouth but couldn’t make out who was wielding them. Then, all of a sudden, boom.

Blightey worried his lip and shrugged. “Resistance, I’d say. Dwarves must have blown the entrance.” He turned away and yanked on the leash.

Nils cried out as the knees of his britches tore, the skin beneath shredded by a jagged rock.

The Lich Lord let out a sigh of pleasure. It was enough to make Nils clamp his mouth shut. He weren’t gonna give the shogger nothing he didn’t have to. His eyes watered with the pain, and hot blood oozed down his neck from where the leash continued to bite. With a staggering lurch, he got one foot under him, then the other, and managed to stumble closer to Blightey, so the leash had a bit more slack.

The Lich Lord tapped the base of the Ebon Staff against the ground. Nils’s heart thudded in time with the raps then picked up pace as he waited, waited, waited for… he didn’t know what. A slap? A punch? That’s what he’d have gotten from his dad, if he’d done wrong. Only, he hadn’t, far as he could see. He hadn’t done nothing. He wanted to protest to Blightey, open his mouth and whine like he’d done as a kid, “It weren’t me. I didn’t do nothing. It ain’t fair.” But what would be the point? One thing was becoming clear: Blightey weren’t interested in fairness, and more’n likely the whining would give him some kind of pervy thrill.

Nils thought back to Nameless standing still as a statue outside The Grinning Skull, just before that shogging wizard Jankson Brau tried to kill them. Didn’t matter how hard the rain pelted, how fierce the wind blew, the dwarf just stood there and took no notice. Perhaps if he did the same, didn’t do nothing, not even make a sound, Blightey would grow bored of him, maybe even let him go.

With a slowness filled with terrible threats, Blightey turned back to face Nils. For an instant, his eyes smoldered like hot coals, but then they faded to doleful brown, and the sternness of his face relaxed into a kindly smile.

Nils grew painfully aware of his need to piss and winced with the effort to hold it in.

“Exciting, isn’t it?” Blightey said, as if he were talking about some childish game. “The hunt, I mean.”

Nils said nothing.

“Oh, Nils, but I’m doing it for you.” Blightey stepped in close and held his splayed fingers before Nils’s face, as if he meant to stroke him, or pluck out his eyes. “Do you have fox hunting here? No, of course you don’t, silly me. It was once a passion of mine, but like so many entertainments, it loses its appeal over time. When you’ve lived as long as I have, everything grows dull, and you have to keep probing, pricking away at things to elicit anything like a pulse.”

He withdrew his hand and patted his chest above the heart—Silas’s heart. Got Nils wondering if it was still beating.

“Tell me, Nils,” Blightey said, the glint of expectation in his eyes, “what gets you going? What is it that makes you feel alive?”

Nils stared straight ahead, as if he hadn’t heard.

“Is it pleasure?” Back came the hand, this time a little too close to Nils’s crotch.

For a second, Nils thought the shogger was gonna touch him there. If he did, that would be the time to let his bladder go. He wouldn’t stand for that, no way. No shogging way.

“Perhaps it is pain.” Blightey walked a tight circle around Nils, looking him up and down and smacking his lips.

Nils felt like a slab of meat being appraised by a butcher. Any second now, he expected a knife to slice into him, a cleaver to fall.

“So, Nils, you don’t approve of my dwarf hunt? Just give the word, and I’ll call it off. It’s your choice. You are the one in control.”

Nils opened his mouth to say something but swiftly shut it again. He weren’t falling for that. Better to keep quiet and take what was coming.

“I like a man to tell me what he thinks.” A harder edge had crept back into Blightey’s voice. “I like a man who commands his own destiny, at least up unto a point.” He came round to the front and brought his face close to Nils’s. His breath smelled of rot and mildew. “What do you think, Nils? Should we pursue the dwarves, or should we let them live?”

Nils shook his head ever so slightly.

“No, we shouldn’t let them live, or no, we shouldn’t pursue them?”

“Leave them be,” Nils blurted out. “They ain’t done nothing.”

“Would you say the same thing to a plague? To an earthquake? Death is inexorable, Nils, and life is inherently cruel, or do you disagree?”

Nils had thought a lot about such questions lately, what with studying Nameless’s Liber Via. Most of it made no sense to him, but he reckoned it was right about one thing.

“All life is good,” he said.

“Ah, the Good.” Blightey nodded and backed away a little. “But where does it come from, this goodness? Chance or a benevolent creator?”

“Ain,” Nils said. That’s what the Wayists spouted in New Londdyr, and the Liber Via seemed to agree with them.

Blightey grinned. “Have you any idea what Ain means?”

Nils unshouldered his pack and pulled out the book, started thumbing though it.

Blightey’s eyes widened.

“Says somewhere that Ain is good,” Nils said. “He’s great, all knowing, all powerful. Here.” He ran his finger beneath the words and squinted at them. “In abscondi de dissimulatae, which means something like, ‘hid’ or ‘hidden in’.”—What was it Silas had said?—“The Con… Conce…”

“Concealed,” Blightey said, sounding just like Magistra Archyr.

“The Concealed of the Concealed.” Nils continued to read aloud. “Antiquum dierum…”

“Yes, yes, the Ancient of Days. I know all that,” Blightey said. “But what does it really mean?”

“It’s a name, stupid.” Nils flinched, expecting to get a wallop for that, but Blightey didn’t seem to have noticed, let alone take offense. “It’s the name of a god. The one God.”

Least, that’s how Silas had explained it to him. Not that the wizard had nothing much good to say about the Liber Via. He’d said it was quackery. Nils didn’t rightly know what that meant. Something about ducks, maybe.

“Ain means ‘nothing’,” Blightey said. “No-thing.”

Nils’s mouth dropped open. He was about to ask how that could be, but the Lich Lord snatched the book from him and started to flick through it.

“The Liber Via is not of this world, Nils, although Urddynoor, where it comes from, and Aethir are intimately linked. What may come as a surprise to you, though, is that the scriptures you have here are all but lost to the people of Urddynoor. You’ll be lucky to find them outside the Wayist cult on Aethir.

“You see, there was a crisis on Urddynoor that left the inhabitants scattered and disunited. I had something of a name for holiness—oh, it was a facade at that time, but not without foundation in truth—and was consulted as to the best way to revive the old faith, so they would have something to rally around. Give them what they want, I said. A bit of this, a bit of that. Combine the best of all faiths, all philosophies, and attract the widest following. It’s all about bums on seats in the end. Always has been. So, I gave them a new book, one with a truncated title: the Liber. Nowadays, there’s a whole theocracy on Urddynoor based upon my doctored teachings. I find that mildly amusing, don’t you?”

“So, you don’t believe in it?” Nils took back the Liber Via and shoved it in his pack.

Blightey did nothing to stop him. He rested both hands on the Ebon Staff and looked distant, thoughtful.

“I was once intimately acquainted with the Liber Via, young Nils.” A shadow of sadness swept briefly across the Lich Lord’s features. “I felt it would be a shame to lose it entirely, hence my decision to leave a Golden Thread of its fundamental teachings in the Liber that forms the basis of the Templum religion on Urddynoor.”

“I don’t get it,” Nils said. “If Ain’s nothing, does that mean he ain’t real?”

Blightey’s eyes flashed, and the fire returned to his pupils. “The name ‘Ain’ was my little joke, but that doesn’t mean he is not real. We were close once, a long time ago. A very long time. Come on, let’s see what the hold up is.”

Nils was led stumbling and tripping over loose rocks, in between boulders. His knees burned with the effort of the climb, but Blightey could just as well have been taking a gentle stroll.

They stopped some fifty-odd yards below the rock fall. The feeders massed around it were peculiarly quiet, but from up ahead, the muffled thud and clatter of falling rubble could be heard.

Blightey slammed the heel of the Ebon Staff into the ground, and it immediately sprouted roots and stood like a lightning-struck tree. He tied the end of Nils’s leash to its trunk.

“I’m afraid if you try to leave, my staff here will turn you into a pool of pus. In the grand scheme of things, that might not make much difference, but I can’t help feeling it would be a great shame. You have potential, Nils. Just be patient, and we will unleash it together.”

Blightey glided up the slope with unnatural quickness, feet barely touching the ground. The feeders parted to let him through then closed up behind him.

Nils sank down on his haunches. The leash pulled tight, stopping him from sitting, but it was somehow better than standing.

He could feel a steady thrum, thrum, thrum in his bones, too low to be heard, but tangible all the same. It seemed to be coming from the Ebon Staff, which now loomed over him like one of the wizard towers in New Londdyr. If anything, it was more oppressive, and waves of sickness rolled through his guts. 

As he looked up at the staff, the ground lurched, and Nils had to throw out a hand to steady himself. The leash started to choke him once more, forcing him to stand, and immediately the nausea passed.

He was startled by the flutter of wings way too close to his ear. He swatted on instinct, and a crow back-flapped out of harm’s way.

It settled on the ground then hurriedly hopped toward him. With a frightened yell, Nils kicked at it and lost his footing. He hung twirling from the leash.

Something struck him in the fruits, and he gasped so loud he thought he’d spewed his innards.

Sweet musk filled his nostrils as slender hands yanked him back on his feet, and he found himself staring into the most unnerving green eyes.

“Ilesa?” he squeaked, holding his screaming nuts. It occurred to him to keep his voice down, in case the staff had ears. “Ilesa, but I thought…”

“Thought what?” she said. “Thought I’d cleared off and left you? Well maybe I should.”

She turned, and already feathers were sprouting from her arms as she began to shrink.

“No!” Nils half-yelled.

She looked at him over her shoulder. Nils couldn’t tell if her smile was mocking or relief that he didn’t want her to go. He couldn’t help himself, gave her a once over. She still wore the same figure-hugging leather, but she looked different somehow.

“You lost weight?”

Ilesa patted her flat belly then noticed that Nils’s eyes had strayed to her chest. “No point flaunting what you don’t plan on using,” she said with a sneer.

Nils’s cheeks burned, and he looked away. “Got anything to eat? I’m starving.”

“Nothing you can afford,” Ilesa said. “Come on, child. I’m not liking the look of those things up there.” She nodded toward the feeders then took hold of the leash near his neck and pulled out her dagger.

“No.” Nils grabbed her wrist to stay her hand. “Don’t cut it. The staff will turn me into a puddle of pus.”

Ilesa shrugged. “So? It’s not like anyone will tell the difference.”

“Seriously!” Nils said. “That’s what he said.”

“Yeah, well Silas says a lot of things that aren’t true. Anyhow, what’s up with his face? One of his withering dung spells backfire on him?”

Nils looked nervously up at the feeders packed together on the slope. The wind must have been blowing in the other direction now, because none of them was facing their way.

“It ain’t him, Ilesa. Silas is dead.” At least Nils was pretty certain of that. He’d watched the wizard’s head collapse and something that could only have been his soul get sucked into that dreadful black hole. “It’s Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.”

“The creep Silas was studying?” Ilesa sobered in an instant. “But I thought he was dead.”

“Yeah, well try telling him that.”

Ilesa frowned and looked from Nils to the feeders, her eyes finally coming to rest on the Ebon Staff.

“This what he was after?” She reached out a hand to touch it but withdrew her fingers, as if she’d stuck them in someone or other’s shite. “What the shog’s he want something like this for? It’s… it’s…”

“That’s why you have to get out of here. There ain’t nothing you can do. Nameless knew that. Blightey’s too strong.”

Ilesa sniffed.

“You seen him?” Nils asked. Surely the feeders hadn’t caught up with the dwarf. They’d been too busy devouring everything between the forest of tar and the volcano.

When Ilesa spoke, it wasn’t to answer his question. “So, I cut you loose, and this thing spells you?”

Nils swallowed and nodded.

“And this Blightey shogger is coming back for you?”

“I guess.”

“Good,” Ilesa said, running a finger along the edge of her dagger. She started to change again. This time, scales began to appear on her arms, and her neck grew long and sinuous, even as she shrank.

“No,” Nils said. “Stop. Wait.”

Ilesa sighed and returned to normal. “What? What is it?”

“You can’t hurt him. I already tried. Only thing that’s done any good so far is Nameless’s axe.”

“So, he’s vulnerable to enchanted weapons,” Ilesa said. “Which does us a fat lot of good. Wait, didn’t Silas give you a scarolite pen?”

Nils fumbled about in his pocket until he found it. Just touching the pen brought back memories of the wizard. He might have been a coward and a sarcastic bastard, but he’d been all right, really, when all’s said and done.

Ilesa snatched the pen and held it before her eyes. “They say scarolite’s magic.”

“I don’t know about that,” Nils said. “Stuff’s harder’n steel. Harder’n diamonds, even, but I ain’t heard it called magic.”

“But maybe it can harm him.”

“What,” Nils said, “you gonna write him a nasty letter?”

Up above on the slope, the feeders started to howl and jostle for position. A channel opened up between them.

“Quick,” Nils said. “He’s coming back. Do you think it’ll work? Do you think you can take him?”

Ilesa’s eyes darted from the staff to the pack.

The feeders in the rear turned in her direction and began to shriek. The color left her face, and Nils saw that she was shaking. She pocketed the pen and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and then she turned and fled, her body morphing as she ran, until the last thing Nils saw heading toward the valley was a shaggy gray wolf.

“Typical,” Nils said. “Shogging typical.”

A scatter of feeders started back down the slope toward him.

“Oh shog,” Nils said as the silver sphere flickered and vanished.

Perhaps this had been the Lich Lord’s plan all along. Perhaps it was punishment for Nils refusing to be a student.

“Oh no,” he mumbled to himself. “Oh no, no, no. Not like this. Please don’t let it end like this.”

He clasped his hands together in prayer and tried to imagine the Ain of the Liber Via. Problem was, the book didn’t have no pictures, and he didn’t have a blind bat’s idea of what Ain looked like.

Then he remembered what Blightey had said about Ain being nothing, and he felt the full despair of reality. Snap the leash and turn into a pool of pus, or stay where he was and get shredded on the bone. Some choice that was. Some shogging choice.

“It ain’t fair,” he whined, tears welling from his eyes. “It ain’t fair!”

“That is the nature of things.” Blightey’s voice came rolling down the incline. “Nobody cares, nobody listens, not even Ain. And if he does listen, he does little else. Nature blind and bloody, my boy. Never a truer word was written.”

A few feeders loped ahead of Blightey, but when the Lich Lord waved his hand and the silver sphere reappeared around Nils, they returned to the pack.

“You need more time,” Blightey said, striding over and untying the leash from the staff before wrapping it around his wrist. When he pulled the staff from the ground, its unnatural roots thrashed and recoiled.

Nils was lost in rapt horror but snapped out of it when Blightey tugged on the leash and reeled him closer.

“It seems the dwarves brought the roof down on my feeders. Credit where credit’s due, I suppose. I have half the beasties clearing the rubble, and the rest seeking other ways in.” He swept the staff in an arc that took in the volcano. Hundreds of feeders were breaking away from the main pack and scouring the rock-face.

“I am told,” Blightey said, suddenly swinging the staff at Nils and cracking him on the temple, “that you had a visitor.”

Nils didn’t know how to answer. If he lied, the staff would most likely grass him up. Already had, by the sounds of it. Problem was, it weren’t in Nils’s nature to admit doing wrong.

“Well…” Nils said.

“Don’t lie, boy,” Blightey said. “If there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s lying. It’s offensive to clarity, to truth.”

“Well…” Nils licked his lips.

“Was she moist for you?” Blightey said, leaning in closer, snake-eyes watching every expression that must have been dancing over Nils’s face.

“Eh?”

“Did she stiffen your wood? Don’t be bashful, Nils, I’ve seen your most sordid secrets. Remember Betsy Cormen? Does this leather-clad strumpet give you shameful thoughts? Indulge them, I say. It’s a stage you must go through. No restraint, no boundaries, no pitiful self-regulation. Do what thou wilt, Nils, and you will discover there is no right and wrong, no good and evil. If you want her, take her.” Blightey turned away, as if he’d finished, but then he spun back. “Unless you lack the power.”

Nils’s mind was awash with images that fired the blood. He tired to shut them out, tried not to give sway to the lustful thoughts that were rising inside of him and starting to swell his manhood.

Blightey smirked and gave a tug on the leash. “Come along, slave boy. There is sport to be had, and I don’t want to miss it.”




NAMELESS







Nameless walked at the rear in silence. He had none of the joy of victory in his heart, not even the desire for celebratory ale. They’d go away for now, but he was under no illusions: the feeders wouldn’t give up. Either they’d dig through the rubble or find another lava vent, but the outcome would be the same. The sullen spirit that had taken possession of the group told him he wasn’t alone in that estimation.

Grok was cursing away, hacking and spitting clots of pinkish phlegm. He was the worst injured of the seven but didn’t look about to admit that to anyone. When he stumbled, Duck offered him an arm and nearly got stabbed for the trouble.

Kal took the tentative lead, frequently turning back to make sure the others were still with him.

Jaym’s naked torso was raked with red-raw furrows, none of which seemed to bother him in the slightest. His broadsword was slung over his shoulder, caked with congealed black blood.

Old Moary seemed to have had second thoughts about his newfound decisiveness, which shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise. He relentlessly interrogated Targ about their chances, and must have used the words, “What if…” at least a hundred times.

Targ started off courteously, but after putting up with half an hour of ponderous prevarication, he dropped the veneer and went back to what he was: a hardened sapper, used to the company of men with few needs beyond the purely physical, and words to match.

“What if we were to learn more about this Blightey’s intentions, perhaps send an envoy?”

“Good idea,” Targ said.

“Really?” Old Moary’s face lit up. He worried his bottom lip for a moment then smiled. “Yes, I suppose it is, or rather could be. I mean—”

“Go yourself, if you like,” Targ said. “P’raps those things’ll rip the tongue out of your gob and eat it. Least then we won’t have to listen to any more of your prattle.”

Targ left Old Moary standing with his jaw slack, and scuttled ahead of the group like an overburdened crab. If he hadn’t always walked that way, Nameless would have taken it as a sign that the pressure of leading was proving too much, but out of all the dwarves he knew, himself included, Targ was by far the best man for the job.

“Absolutely not, Councilor Garnil! What are you, a shogging idiot?” Cordy’s voice came echoing down the tunnel.

Well, of course there was Cordy. She’d have given Targ a run for his money. Thumil almost certainly wouldn’t have disputed that. No question who’d worn the britches in that marriage.

The tunnel opened up onto a vast cathedral cavern. Stalactites twisted down from the ceiling, straining to meet their counterparts jutting up from the floor. It was like stepping into the maw of a gigantic dragon. Its saliva was the moisture hanging heavy in the air, and there was a low blanket of steam that could easily have been a portent of fiery breath. The walls were pocked and knobbed with porous rock. Here and there, strips of obsidian veined with green shimmered as if reflecting unseen light. Targ was staring in rapt awe, and when Nameless drew alongside him, the sapper took a firm grip on his arm.

“I knew it,” Targ said, pointing to an iron ladder riveted to the wall just inside the entrance. Its rungs were lost in the giddying heights. “And there!” He indicated an immense door to the far right of the cavern. It appeared to have been cast from solid scarolite, and beside it, bolted to the rock, there was a gleaming brass wheel. “Just like in the plans we drew for Mount Sartis. Oh, my shog, there was dwarves here. Didn’t I tell you, son, there was dwarves here?”

The five-hundred or so survivors of Arx Gravis were spread out in clusters around the stalagmites, their well-stuffed packs littering the ground, or in some cases doubling up as pillows.

The eight carts Cordy had organized for the exodus were parked in a loose semicircle a dozen or so yards from the entrance. If it was supposed to be a defensive barrier, it was a thin hope, but that was probably better than no hope at all.

And then it occurred to Nameless that his morose feeling, the demoralizing weight of the black dog that was once more threatening to paralyze him, wasn’t confined to him.

He looked around the disorderly camp, took in the glum faces, the despairing eyes. A cloud of doom hovered above his people. They were the ones who’d given up hope, not him. If only someone could put the fire back in this ancient and courageous race, they might yet live, rather than curl up and die.

Shog it all, some of them looked ready to set the table for dinner before plonking themselves on a platter as the main course. They’d been running too long, that was for sure. First from the butchery at Arx Gravis, and now from an enemy most of them hadn’t even seen.

What was it Droom had always told his sons? The enemy at your back is a giant who grows bigger with every step. Wise words, often repeated. You had to stand and face your fears. It was the dwarven way. Least it had been a very long time ago, before Maldark’s betrayal had bereft them of their confidence and turned them into passive partners in the dance of life.

“… quality engineering, I tell you,” Targ was enthusing. “I’ll bet my fruits that there door’s mechanized. Yon wheel’ll set the cogs a turning and raise it. Gotta be a valve of some kind. Oh, my shog, you know what’s behind it, don’t you?”

Before Nameless could think of an answer, his eyes were drawn to the huddle of white-robed councilors. A furious debate was in full flow, and Cordy, conspicuous in her frayed blue dress, was the most furious of the bunch. Her fists were clenched, her face livid as she faced a barrage of snide remarks and challenging questions with little more than exasperation and bluster. That was what they needed, though, Nameless thought. She may not have been the world’s best diplomat, but at least she had fire.

Stupid was bobbing around them, dancing a frenetic jig, hat bell tinkling like an alarm.

Old Moary bustled past. “Best get into the fray,” he said. “They tend to get a bit impetuous without me.”

“Pot, kettle, black,” Targ said, “after the way you took it to them feeders just now.”

“Defense of one’s people requires a different approach to careful debate,” Old Moary said.

“Maybe not,” Nameless said.

Old Moary eyed him curiously for a moment and then nodded. “I think you should join us. You too, Targ. After all, you are in charge now.”

“Better tell it to them,” Targ said. As Old Moary went on ahead, he leaned in to Nameless. “I may be a stone-headed moron, but I weren’t born yesterday. What the Council want is someone to make hard decisions for them, someone they can blame when it don’t work out. When it’s all over, assuming there’s anyone left alive, they’ll make sure they take all the glory.”

“Targ,” Nameless said, clapping him on the back as they headed after Old Moary, “you are one cynical old bastard.”

“And you’re a gloomy son of a shogger, with muscle for brains and piss in your veins.”

Old Moary brushed Stupid aside, and the Councilors all started appealing to him like tale-telling children.

The fool’s face was flushed, his eyes wide with frenzy. “At last!” he said. “Level heads.” He tugged at Nameless’s mail hauberk. “Talk some sense into them, for no one will heed a fool.”

“Can’t say I blame them,” Nameless said, moving straight past him.

“Targ?” Stupid pleaded.

“No,” Targ said.

“But my map, these tunnels.”

Nameless turned and raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“This is a footprint, like the gorge. Like the vanishing cliffs and the city of…” He broke away and started to sing. “Toe ray di, non ninny nee.”

“What?” Nameless pressed in close and whispered. “What were you going to say?”

“Hey non ninny, a dwarf in a pinny.”

Targ shook his head and went to stand uncomfortably at the edge of the meeting.

“Arnoch?” Nameless pressed the fool. “You’ve seen it? I thought I was the only one to…”

“Not with these eyes,” Stupid sang in a resonant bass. “Not these ones.”

“Speak sense,” Nameless said.

“Me cannot. Me a fool.”

Nameless sighed and switched his attention to the Council.

“They must hear me,” Stupid said. “Make them listen.”

“We don’t have time for your nonsense,” Nameless said. “Plain words, or no words. What’s it to be?”

Stupid’s face puckered up, and he flopped onto the ground like a sack of grain, and a particularly dejected one at that.

“We must go to this Lich Lord,” Councilor Castail was saying to Old Moary. “Send one of our best orators. He’ll listen.”

“How do you know, Castail?” Cordy fumed. “Have you seen him? Had you even heard of the Lich Lord until Nameless told us about him?”

“Well, uh…”

“Then shut up.”

“Typical,” Nip Garnil said. “Shame your husband didn’t teach you about debating etiquette before he… I mean before…”

“Before I cut his head off and put it on a spike?” Nameless growled, taking a step toward him.

“Gentlemen, calm,” Old Moary said, holding up a tremulous hand. “An orderly debate, please.”

“Everyone wants something,” a nasally voice interjected. It belonged to a knock-kneed blubber-house with a long dangly mustache and no beard. That was worrying, Nameless thought. Never trust a dwarf with a mustache and no beard. “I say we find out what this lich wants and appease him.”

“Maybe he wants that ridiculous mustache of yours, Winso,” Cordy said, “so he can shove it up your—”

“Ain’t gonna be no appeasing no one,” Targ said. He spoke quietly, but everyone stopped and gave him space. A couple of the councilors barely suppressed sneers.

“I’ve seen enough of these feeders of his to know that lily-livered pansying about is only gonna end one way. All that’ll be left of the folk of Arx Gravis’ll be the gristly bits they spit back out, though I wouldn’t even bet on that. Way I see it, we run while we can, and when we can’t, we stand strong and give ’em something to remember us by.”

A crowd was forming outside the cluster of councilors. Dwarves of all stations—soldiers, workers, the young and the old—were pressing in close to hear what their leaders had to say, what they were doing to keep them alive.

“It’s flagrantly clear we can’t beat them,” Winso said with enforced patience, “so let’s just look at the terms of our surrender.”

“Seconded,” Nip Garnil said. “Last thing we need right now is a layman playing dictator, especially one appointed by the most notorious dictator our people have ever known.”

Grumbles of agreement passed through the councilors. A few glanced at Nameless but none dared meet his eyes.

“Appeasement, now!” cried Councilor Yuffie, the silver braids in his beard glinting like a thousand stars. He threw his arms wide, as if he expected applause, but the crowd had gone deathly quiet.

“Well,” Old Moary said, causing Yuffie to flinch and put a protective hand to his swollen jaw, “I had been considering appeasement myself, but what if…”

“What if we start acting like dwarves?” Nameless said.

“But we are,” Castail said.

“Real dwarves,” Nameless said. “Like the heroes of Arnoch, not the skulking cowards that Maldark made us. Dwarves of iron and stone.”

“Well, that’s all well and good for you to—” Nip Garnil started, but Cordy elbowed him in the ribs.

Nameless placed the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords on the ground and rested his hands atop the head. The twin blades glinted green in the reflected light of the scarolite streaking the walls. He let his eyes rove around the cavern, taking in every last one of the survivors, catching as many eyes as he could.

“Iron,” he said again, “and stone. These are things we know well. We touch them with our hands, work with them, mold them. These blades,” he twirled Paxy, “show us what we really are, where we come from.”

Murmurs passed along the crowd. Nameless knew that he could lose them, if he didn’t get the next bit right.

“Sektis Gandaw lied. That’s how we fell under his influence. He took away our past, the glory of our ancestry, and told us we were nothing. Nothing but the results of his meldings, a disappointing experiment. Yes, he changed us. That I can’t deny, but the raw material he added to was the stuff of legends. He may have diluted the pot, or perhaps even enhanced it,”—he gave a long sweeping look at the crowd—“but what is undeniable is that in your veins, in the veins of every dwarf here assembled, flows the blood of heroes.”

Stupid’s head appeared above the onlookers. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about, numbskulls. Three cheers for the Nameless Dwarf. Hip hip…”

The fool’s face dropped into a gurning sulk when no one responded.

Nameless’s throat felt full of gravel. That was probably the longest speech he’d ever made, even though it was but the first swallow of summer compared to what the councilors would have been used to. He coughed and ran his tongue across his pallet, but then mercifully, Weasel slipped through the crowd and handed him a costrel.

“Ironbelly’s,” he said. “Sorry, mate. Best I could do at such short notice.”

Nameless knocked it back and tried not to think about what it tasted like, but the thought leapt unbidden to his mind all the same, and he really wished it hadn’t: the septic discharge from a witch’s nipples. Still, it was wet, and it was reputed to contain at least some alcohol. No doubt after a gallon or two, you wouldn’t notice the taste, but the chances of that happening were as slim as him trading the Axe of the Dwarf Lords for a fencing foil.

Speaking of Paxy, she was throbbing in his hand and sending shivers of elation through his veins. She was cajoling him, that’s what it was. Telling him to go on.

He passed the costrel back to Weasel, who seemed preoccupied with taking wagers from anyone who’d listen to his odds. What it was they were betting on, Nameless had no idea.

He took a moment to gather himself, to gaze out at the survivors of Arx Gravis, gauge their reaction. It wasn’t good, and perhaps he should have expected that. Dark looks, sneers, lots of whispering and nodding. Only Stupid was with him, and that wasn’t exactly encouraging. Then he caught Cordy’s eyes, and she gave the slightest of nods.

Targ whacked him on the shoulder. “Go on, son. Reckon you got their attention. Don’t want to lose it now.”

“I know you’re all scared,” Nameless said, his voice made stronger by the booze. It was strangely reassuring to learn that Ironbelly’s had at least one virtue. “I’m scared, too, and I don’t scare easily. Most of you haven’t seen what’s after us, and you’ve had to take it on trust. Now, trust isn’t something I’ve earned from you, so all I can do is tell the truth and hope you believe it. Back there at the entrance, the lads and I had a bit of a scuffle with the vanguard. These creatures—they’re called feeders—live for only one thing: to eat. And right now, they seem pretty intent on dwarf flesh.”

A few people gasped at that, and somewhere at the back a child began to cry.

“Their master is a lich, a being neither fully dead nor alive. His name is Otto Blightey, and from what I gather he has a long history, both here and in the world he hails from. I encountered him back before… before…”

He almost said before he reclaimed the black axe; before he returned to Arx Gravis as the Corrector, but shame, or prudence, stopped him.

“I traveled to his world with some of the greatest heroes of Aethir and Urddynoor.” They wouldn’t have seen themselves as such, but he did, after all they’d been through together. “As a team, we confronted Blightey at his castle. I saw… I saw horrors there I won’t burden you with, not with children present.” 

A forest of impaled victims, many still rasping out their last breaths and twitching on their stakes; a probing mist that chilled right down to the soul; and the Lich Lord himself, a flaming skull atop a borrowed body, impervious to all attack, and with eyes that could devour the very essence of life.

“I will not offer you false hope. This Blightey was too much for us. Too much for these great heroes. Some of us survived, to be sure, and there was a measure of victory, but not without great cost.”

Castail’s whiny voice trilled above the crowd. “Well, that’s just great. Thanks for sharing. Really, people, are we going to continue to listen to this prophet of doom?”

“You’ll listen, son, cause I say you will.” Targ glowered at the councilor and then turned his ire on the crowd. “Unless anyone else has anything to say on the matter?”

Nameless waited to make sure he still had their attention before he went on.

“Ask yourselves,”—he caught the eyes of a few frightened looking soldiers in the front row. “Ask yourselves what the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch would do, were they still alive.”

He waited long enough for the question to sink in.

“You know the legends. You know the odds they faced time and time again. You know they prevailed not through strength or weight of numbers but through unyielding courage. They never backed down from a fight. Yes, they retreated when it was prudent to do so, but they struck back with an iron first at the first opportunity. And when, at the last, they passed from the world into legend, they did not curl up and die. They faced a foe they knew could not be beaten, a terrible monster drawn from the mind of the mad god at the heart of Aethir.

“They fought doggedly, knowing all the while it was in vain, but they fought nonetheless. One thing they didn’t know, however, as the last of them bled out in the halls of Arnoch, one thing that would have given them hope to blot out the despair, was that their bloodline endured beyond the Farfall Mountains. They live on in you and me.”

He licked his lips and cleared his throat. Weasel proffered the costrel again, and Nameless reached for it but then drew back his hand. He was parched, true enough, but not that parched.

“These feeders are evil shoggers. Insatiable. But the Lords of Arnoch would have stood toe to toe with them and taught them a lesson they’d never forget. We, my fellow dwarves, have grown weak. Weak with shame for acts we did not commit. Weak from centuries of hiding away at the foot of the ravine. This is our time to emerge into the daylight, our time to take our place as the children of Arnoch. We will not despair before the approach of this Lich Lord and his minions. We will fight! Fight them in the tunnels, all the way to the roots of this volcano, if need be. We will fight them on the banks of the lava lakes, and we’ll fight them in the open air when we come out the other side. And we will beat them, I tell you. But even if we do not prevail, and if this long and glorious history of ours is to pass from this world, we will not lay down arms until every last one of us lies choking in their own blood.”

A great bellow went up from directly behind Nameless, causing him to jump.

“Ku-na-ga!” It was Jaym, pumping his fist at the ceiling.

The rest of the baresarks gathered around him, adding their own voices to the chant: “Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga!”

Targ joined in, then Old Moary, and then with the momentum of a gathering storm, every voice in the cavern was raised in deafening unison, save for those belonging to Yuffie, Castail, and Nip Garnil, who looked like they’d just downed a vat of vinegar.

It seemed to Nameless that the volcano shook in response, and that the dead of Arnoch drifted invisibly from the afterlife to offer their support.

He sagged with relief and nodded his thanks, but then someone yelled out, “I ain’t following no butcher,” and the chanting ceased.

“Nor should you,” Nameless said. “You follow Targ, as do we all.”

The old sapper stepped alongside Nameless, took hold of his wrist, and raised his arm aloft.

The crowd started to cheer then, and Nameless knew they would do their duty, every last one of them. He felt his face breaking into a smile, but then he saw Cordy pushing her way toward him. The blood froze in his veins, and he pulled free of Targ’s grip.

She came to a halt before him, icy stare probing, lips set and ready to unleash her anger. Nameless braced himself, but when she spoke, her face softened, and there was moisture in her eyes.

“Thumil would have been proud of you,” she said.

Tears streamed down Nameless’s face, and his frame was racked with shudders.







ILESA







Ilesa sat high above the valley, too tired to change again. Most of the feeders on the volcano were filtering inside the main entrance, having cleared a sizeable pile of rubble. Others were swarming into the smaller tunnels higher up, while Blightey orchestrated everything with wide sweeps of his black staff. Nils looked thoroughly miserable, even from this distance. He slouched behind Blightey, tethered to him by the leash. She felt a pang of guilt at leaving him, but what else could she do?

She twiddled with Nils’s pen, turning it this way and that, as if the scarolite it was made from held the key to her dilemma. Was it magic, like she’d heard, or was it just harder than diamond and a pain in the butt for to work with?

If she’d had half the courage Nameless had, she’d have put it to the test, stabbed that shogger Blightey right between the shoulder blades. Either he’d have dropped dead on the spot, or he’d have…

She didn’t want to think about what would have happened next. Whatever it was, it sent eels wriggling through her guts. Just the sight of the Lich Lord was enough to start her shaking. It was like being back in Portis, helpless to stop the creep hurting Davy, paralyzed by her disgust, she liked to think. Or was it fear of what he might do to her next?

No, she resolved: if she’d stabbed the shogger and the scarolite had done nothing, she’d have scarpered, she was sure of it. What with her ability to change shape, there was no way he’d have caught her.

She almost talked herself into catching up with them and having a go. Almost, but she was so tired, and if she didn’t have the strength to change, she’d stand no chance of getting past the feeders. They’d reduce her to mincemeat in a matter of seconds.

She watched until the last of the creatures disappeared inside the mountain. When Blightey followed, dragging Nils behind, her heart turned to stone. Too late now. There was nothing she could do. Same old Ilesa. Same old coward. Same selfish bitch she’d always been.

“So what?” she muttered to herself as she stood and scanned the horizon. “Can’t save everyone.”

Shog, she hadn’t even been able to protect her own brother, so why lose sleep over an annoying prat like Nils?

Her best bet was west, she figured, where in the distance a thousand different colors winked in the shafts of sunlight lancing through the clouds. She could loop around the volcano and start south, head for the twin peaks that stood like permanent markers while the land approaching them churned with polychrome waves that rolled into rocks, trees, streams and valleys, breaking up and finding new forms.

It would have been easier to fly, she thought, but her brain was a hazy mug, too sleepy to focus, and it was an effort even to walk.

As she trudged away from the valley, she looked out over the volcano looming like all her failures to the south.

If Nameless was still alive, if he was somewhere beneath all that rock, he’d do just fine without her. Him and his woman, that is. He might have been a bit on the short side, but he was big enough to look out for himself.

She shoved the scarolite pen in her pocket, thinking maybe Nils had a point, after all. Perhaps she should write the Lich Lord a nasty letter. “So long, shogger,” it should say. And, “You know where you can stick that staff.” She was half-tempted, but then she worried it might antagonize him. In her line of work, she’d known people travel half way round Aethir to avenge an imagined slight. There was no telling what Blightey would do, but every possibility he’d go even further, and do something a whole lot worse.

The strings of guilt gave a last desperate tug before they snapped, and Ilesa set her sights on the shimmering colors to the west.

What they were was difficult to tell. They danced all the way to the horizon, but even as she took her first steps, she had the sense they were coming to meet her.

The greensward beneath her feet frayed at the edges like an old carpet. With each new step, its borders were eroded by a tide of glittering color that swirled and swept ever nearer. Before she knew it she was walking over a fine multicolored sand, and when she looked back, the greensward had vanished. She could still see the volcano, and off to the west, the twin peaks stood out like beacons in a sea of chaos.

“Shog this,” she said out loud, casting her eyes around and picking up her pace, trusting that if she walked far enough, she’d get to the other side of this shifting desert.

A shadow passed across one of the suns, and in its wake came a thunderous roar.

She looked skyward and stopped dead in her tracks.

An immense dragon arced overhead, the beat of its wings whipping up a hurricane. More of the beasts swooped down from the clouds and began to circle her.

“Great,” Ilesa said, turning to look back at the volcano.

All she wanted was to get the shog out of Qlippoth and back home to Malkuth. Was that so much to ask?

As the dragons swept toward her and she began to run back the way she’d come, her heart was pounding, and the blood in her veins was like a torrent of lava. She’d drained her energy reserves dry already, but here they were coming to her rescue once again. Fear was good like that. Always had been. But would it be enough?

They were closing fast, and she’d never outrun them. If she could just manage the change…

A colossal roar erupted behind her, and she was blown from her feet by a gust of fetid breath.







NAMELESS







Nameless hadn’t imagined it being like this. The last of the dwarves fleeing from the minions of the Lich Lord, carrying with them the trinkets of a dying civilization, should have been somehow heroic, an epic struggle against the odds. It should have been the final dark before their triumphal return to center stage in the world.

Instead, he meandered through a scattered camp of very ordinary folk, courageous only by virtue of still being alive, still hoping against hope.

The stench of piss and shit wafting from their improvised latrines told him one thing, and one thing alone. They were flesh and blood, not the stuff of legend; meat just waiting to be consumed. Sad thing was, they’d taken heart from his rhetoric, and many of them forced tired smiles as he passed.

The eyes still said they didn’t trust him, though. Some said even worse than that, but there was a grudging feeling of thanks nevertheless.

Words. That’s all he’d given them. No substance, when all was said and done. But what was really troubling him was that they were the words the Corrector might have used, had Shadrak not put an end to his rein of terror.

Nameless shook his head. Who was he now? What had he become? He couldn’t quite shake off the dread that he was still the Ravine Butcher, just waiting for some malign influence like the black axe to call forth the evil that was already there, lurking deep inside him like a trapdoor spider ready to spring on its unsuspecting prey.

It felt like everything he knew about himself, his habits, his jokes, his customary remarks, was just crumbling bricks and mortar. Even Lucius was more than he was. Poor dead Lucius. Least he still had a name. Least he was remembered for something other than blind butchery, even if it was folly. And Targ still spoke highly of Droom, like he was some god of virtue, and Yyalla, the mother Nameless had never seen, the paragon of dwarven strength, who’d sacrificed herself that her second born son might live.

Nameless stood on the spot and turned a slow circle. The white robes of the councilors were clustered around Cordy and Targ. The old boy was giving as good as he got, by the looks of it, but his face was redder than bellows-heated steel. Time was, Nameless would have felt obliged to stand with him, add his voice to the fray, but he was no longer sure what words would come out, whether he’d hinder or help. Whatever it was he’d said back there that so lifted the people, it wasn’t anything remotely familiar. He may as well have been possessed, just like he’d been back at Arx Gravis. He tightened his grip on Paxy’s haft. Maybe he had been. He glared at the dual-bladed axe head. Perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing.

He ambled out to the semicircular barricade made by the carts.

The goats had been tethered to stalagmites, their noses shoved in feed bags. The carts were tarp-covered and overflowing with glittering junk that may as well have been a millstone. He peeked through the canvas of a couple. All right, so there were tools and the like, clothes and kegs of booze, but at least a few were packed with gems and gold, sacks of unprocessed ore. Fat lot of good it’d do when the feeders came.

The third cart he checked was laden with barrels. He could tell what they contained by the flame symbol etched into the wood of each, the smell of sulfur that wafted out when he drew back the tarp.

“Can I help you?” someone growled from the far end, behind a stack of barrels.

When no one moved, Nameless climbed up into the tray and hefted a few kegs to one side, making a passage between the others.

A dwarf lay upon a pallet, caked in his own muck. The stench was worse than the latrines, heavy with corruption. His legs were wound with weeping bandages and splinted from the hips down. When he pushed himself up on an elbow, Nameless recognized him and took a step back.

Rather than the expected abuse, though, Cairn Sternfist merely gazed from one ruined leg to the other.

“Reckon they’re infected,” he said. “Problem with being on the move. Old Moary said he’d see to them, but I guess he’s too busy.”

“Meeting of the Council,” Nameless said.

“That’s me shogged then.”

Nameless frowned, but then a thought struck him. “My axe. Sometimes, when I’ve been hurt, she—”

“What?” Cairn said. “The magic axe heals you? Well, not this dwarf it don’t. It’s shogging magic axes got us into this predicament, I reckon, so I ain’t having one mess with me. Tell you what, though, Butcher, I go down, I take a shit load of ’em with me.”

Cairn wagged around a length of fuse wire he held between his thumb and forefinger. “All I’ve gotta do,” he said, lying flat so he could rummage in his pocket, “is get this here pipe smoking, and I’m armed to the teeth.”

“But there’s enough black powder in here to bring the whole cavern down,” Nameless said. “What about the others?”

“That’s your concern, Butcher. Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna do nothing rash. But those things come and I can’t get away, they ain’t eating this dwarf raw. I’m gonna give ’em a roasting.”

Nameless saw the resolve in Cairn’s eyes, the calm of a long-simmering despair. There was no point arguing, that was plain.

“I’ll speak with Old Moary,” he said. “See what can be done.”

“Yeah,” Cairn said, popping the stem of his pipe in the corner of his mouth. “You do that.”

No sooner had Nameless stepped out of the cart, than he saw Weasel emerge from another. The rogue jumped half out of his skin but then tried to make light of it.

“Gaw, Butcher… I mean, Mr. Nameless Dwarf, what you trying to do, make me shit my britches?”

“Weasel.”

“Public service, before you ask,” Weasel said, producing a notebook and waving it about. At the same time, Nameless saw his left hand disappear behind his back, and Weasel gave a slight wriggle, as if his loin cloth had got caught in the cleft. “Bit of the ol’ stock taking. You know, facts ‘n’ figures.”

“On the orders of the Council?” Nameless asked.

“Well, not exactly, but they’ll be pleased all the same. Listen, Nameless, back there, after your speech, I took the liberty of offering a little wager. Amazing how many folks jumped at the chance, what with the economy being so shaky an’ all.” He ran his eyes over the carts to illustrate the point. “Got you down as odds on favorite to be king when this is all over.”

“Bah,” Nameless said and turned away. There’d been no king of the dwarves since Maldark’s day, and he’d bet a gallon of mead no one here could remember the shogger’s name. Arx Gravis had been a republic as long as anyone could remember. An ineffectual one, granted, ruled over by a prevaricating council of professional procrastinators, but a republic nonetheless.

“It’s what the people want,” Weasel said. “Strong leadership. All this caution and indecision is wearing a bit thin.”

“I’m not listening,” Nameless said as he walked away. It had been bad enough being a self-appointed dictator, but a king… now that was something of a different order. The kings of old had been almost sacred figures, their authority stemming from the Supernal Realm. No dwarf he’d ever met, save for the crumbling skeleton of King Arios of Arnoch, even remotely fitted the bill, and in any case, no one in their right mind would ever want the Ravine Butcher to lord it over them.

Someone tugged on the back of Nameless’s belt. Instinct made him whirl round, axe held high, but he froze when he saw it was a dwarf boy, beard all short and fluffy. An even younger dwarf, a girl, watched sullenly from just behind. The boy didn’t even flinch at the axe, for which Nameless was thankful and not a little impressed.

“Wow, is that the axe you used to kill everyone with, Mr. Butcher?” the boy said.

Nameless drew in a long, deep breath and lowered Paxy, doing his best to hide her behind his back.

“No, laddie. No, she’s not the one.”

“She?” the girl said.

“Uh huh.” Nameless tried to smile but stopped when the girl narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

The boy gave the air a flurry of jabs and crosses, bobbing and weaving like a pro. “Saw you whoop that Jaym in the circle,” he said. “Pow, wallop, bang. What’s it like, Butcher? What’s it like fighting for real?”

Nameless rubbed his beard and tried to look stern. “It’s… It’s…” What could he say to a child? That it fired the blood? That it made him feel alive? Maybe he should adopt the responsible approach and talk about horrific injuries, blood feuds, the abuse of power. He had it on the tip of his tongue, something about the strong protecting the weak, but it sounded like someone else’s idea.

The boy was watching him expectantly, waiting for the wise words that weren’t likely to come any time soon. Nameless sighed and changed tack. 

“Butcher’s not my name. My real name is…”

And there was the clincher. He’d always felt it was daft to make a name out of a lack of one, but that’s what his friends had done. Probably they’d needed something to call him by, and he’d grown used to it, but here, telling a child his name was “Nameless”… the utter stupidity of the sobriquet hit him full on.

“Pa says you’re the Butcher,” the boy said.

The little girl crossed her arms and pouted, one eyebrow raised.

“Well,” Nameless said. “Have to honor your pa, I guess.”

“Hernin!” a man yelled, striding from a cluster of sacks and crates, a half-eaten strip of jerky clutched in one hand. “Get back here now!”

The boy’s face creased up, and he shot Nameless an apologetic look. “Sorry, Butcher. Got to go.”

He ran to the man and received a clip round the ear.

The girl shrugged.

“Your pa, too?” Nameless asked.

“Could say that,” she said. “Don’t much feel like it since Ma died.”

A clamp fixed itself around Nameless’s windpipe. Images of slaughter churned up from the dark, the whites of eyes, rictus grins, and death masks.

“Did I?” he stammered. “I mean, your ma, lassie. Did I…”

“No,” the girl said. “The wasting took her.”

There were no tears in her eyes. She said it matter-of-factly, as if everyone knew.

“Pa hates you for what you did back home,” she said, “but Hernin thinks you’re cool. Hernin’s such a kid.” Spoken like an adult, in spite of the fact she must have been a few years younger than her brother.

“What about you?” Nameless asked, hardly wanting to hear the answer.

“Me? I think you’ll save us.”

With that, she turned on her heel and sauntered after her pa and Hernin.

“Aren’t people supposed to lock up their sons and daughters when you’re around?” Cordy said as she approached.

Nameless didn’t need to look at her to know she was smiling. Typical Cordy humor, that, the sort she usually reserved for her friends. It should have been a good thing, only there could be nothing good between him and Cordy nowadays. Some things just couldn’t be fixed.

“Council meeting finished?” he asked.

“You’ve got to be joking. Old Moary’s barely gotten through his preamble. Poor Targ is getting redder by the minute trying to get a point across without them dissecting it from every angle. Told them I needed to pee. Couldn’t think of any other excuse. Don’t reckon Targ’ll be far behind.”

“You told them that?” Nameless risked a look at her face.

Crow’s feet had sprung up around her eyes, and there were wrinkles he’d never noticed on her brow and etched around the edges of her lips.

“What else is a girl to do? One moment longer, and I’d have had to butcher the whole bunch…” She caught herself mid-sentence and grimaced. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for, lassie,” Nameless said. “No harm done.”

Silence fell heavily between them. Cordy shuffled from foot to foot, turned her head to look back at the Council gathering, tried to smile, and ended up delivering a sigh like a ruptured bellows.

“Look,” she said. “Back there, what I said about Thumil being proud…” She reached out and lightly brushed the back of his hand with her fingers. “I meant it.”

She was inscrutable, her eyes like smeared glass. There was the faintest trembling of her bottom lip, a softening of her expression.

Nameless tried to grip her hand, give it a reassuring squeeze, but she swept away from him without so much as a backward glance.

“Stop watching her ass, son,” Targ said, striding up and slapping him on the back. “Come on, we got us some exploring to do.”

“They finished?” Nameless said, looking at the dispersing Council.

Nip Garnil and Castail hung back to confer, and Yuffie stomped off by himself.

“Have now,” Targ grinned. “Just have to know how to talk to these pussies.”

Old Moary could be heard barking orders, and a dozen or so Red Cloaks headed for the iron ladder and started to climb high above the cavern. A dozen more headed back down the entrance tunnel, and still more took up positions behind the barricade of carts. Crossbows were wound and quarrels counted out.

“Bound to dig their way through sooner or later,” Targ said. “And I’d bet a baresark’s codpiece them smaller vents could bring ’em right down on top of us.”

Nameless looked up to where the last of the soldiers was disappearing up the ladder, legs lost behind a twisting stalactite.

It seemed Targ had been doing everyone’s thinking for them, Nameless’s included.

“That door over yonder, one I was telling you about,” Targ said. “Looks a whole lot like the volcanic engineering we pioneered at Mount Sartis.”

He hawked and spat. Mount Sartis was a sore point with the sappers. All that planning, all that work, only for the Council to cancel the project due to an infestation of goblins.

“They been channeling the lava flow, I’d say. Prob’ly holding it in sinks or reservoirs at various points. With energy like that, could be forges all over the place, piled high with ore and ready for mass production.”

“Assuming there are no goblins,” Nameless said.

“Shog off.” Targ gave a yellow-toothed grin. “I’m heading down the south tunnel.” He pointed at the far end of the cave, opposite where they’d come in. “Few of the lads are coming with me, but we’d be glad of some protection.”

“Consider it done,” Nameless said, and cast his eyes about for Duck, Jaym, and the others.







NILS







Nils was so hungry, he fantasized about taking a chunk out of Blightey’s arse and wiping the blood from his chin. Must’ve been the nearness of the feeders pressed all around his protective silver sphere, clogging the tunnel in front and behind. Thing that turned him off the idea was that Blightey might enjoy it. Other thing was that it was technically Silas’s arse, and Nils didn’t rightly know where it had been.

Blightey, on the other hand, had stuffed his face with snack after snack that he’d magicked out of thin air—smoked cheeses, oven-fresh cobs, rashers of bacon, all washed down with a never-emptying glass of red wine. The alcohol seemed to have no effect on him, and the gorging just looked plain wrong, what with the Lich Lord being skinny as a rake. He’d got that from Silas, course. Mind you, his head was just as gaunt as the rest of him, practically a skull covered with a filmy layer of skin. From what Nils had seen back at the forest of tar, that’s all Blightey was: a skull, lit from within by the fires of the Abyss. Everything else was either borrowed or an illusion.

The tunnel was too low for Nils to stand upright. Good thing was, Blightey was that much taller, he had to bend almost double as he walked. Not that they were doing much walking, mind, what with the feeders packed together so tight they moved at a snail’s pace. They were ravenous, by the looks of them. Always so ravenous, their lipless mouths stretching, reaching for whatever meal they sensed up ahead. Nils had a strong feeling it was gonna be raw, most likely bearded, and short enough to walk these tunnels on tiptoe.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Blightey said, finally losing patience with the feeders blocking the tunnel in front of them.

There was a sickening crack, like dry wood trodden underfoot, and then Blightey’s head twisted round full circle. Nils would have thrown up, if there’d been anything in his belly. The feeling only grew worse when the skin on Blightey’s face shriveled away to nothing, and his hair fell out in clumps, until all that remained was the flaming skull.

With a clack of its teeth, the skull detached itself from Silas’s body and flew between the feeders. The creatures immediately stopped their fighting for position and pressed themselves back against the walls.

The headless body tugged on the leash and led Nils past them, through the narrow corridor Blightey’s skull had created. Once they reached the head of the pack, the skull screwed itself back onto the stump of Silas’s neck, and the skin and hair re-formed.

“See,” Blightey said, “even the feeders fear something. All the while I have this fleshy frame, they believe, somewhere in those atavistic brains of theirs, they have a chance to sup. But a skull impervious to all attack, mortal, magical, or otherwise, makes them just a little nervous.”

“I can see why,” Nils said. “What I don’t get, is why you need a body in the first place.”

Blightey looked thoughtful for a moment. “That, my dear Nils, is a good question, and why you interest me as a potential apprentice. Familiarity, perhaps? A desire to fit in? To belong?” He let out an explosive laugh. “Or is it just the thrill of deception, seeing the look of surprise on people’s faces when I reveal my true self?”

Maybe it was something else, Nils thought, catching a shadow of sadness flitting over Blightey’s face. Maybe it was because there was so little left of him, just his bony nonce between life and oblivion.

“Other thing I don’t get,” Nils said, “is what you need that staff for.”

“Need?” Blightey said. “Who said anything about need? Although, I’ll grant you, it was somewhat indispensable for my return from the Void.”

He looked off into the distance of the tunnel, as if remembering. When he turned to Nils again, his expression was at first vacant, but then he frowned. 

“Do you have any idea what nothingness feels like, Nils?”

Nils shook his head.

“Nothing,” Blightey said. “It feels like nothing, because it is nothing. No place, no time, no light, no sound, no heat, no cold, no… awareness.” A light breeze must have coursed down the tunnel, ruffling Blightey’s coat. Either that, or he was shivering, because, in any event, Nils couldn’t feel nothing.

“Then how did you escape?” Nils asked. “What with having no awareness and the like.”

“A great deal of forethought,” Blightey said, and then he rapped the staff against the ground. “And the acquisition of my friend here. You have been properly introduced, haven’t you?”

“Properly enough,” Nils said.

No, said a chill voice in his mind.

An itch started at the base of Nils’s skull and spread over his scalp, seeping beneath the flesh into his brain. He shuddered and scratched his head, but nothing he did stopped the staff from probing deeper and deeper. It felt wrong, somehow. Vile and utterly evil.

“Comforting, isn’t it?” Blightey said. “Makes you feel all snuggled up, like slipping between clean sheets with your favorite teddy.”

The sensation ceased, and Nils gasped. The dark wood of the staff rippled and pulsed with tendrils of blackness then settled back into stillness.

It was now the turn of the feeders to become impatient. They pressed up as close as they dared to Nils’s silver sphere, snarling and yapping like hungry dogs. Blightey pointed the staff at them, and the first three dissolved into steaming pools of pus.

“Certainly comes in handy when one needs to preserve one’s own juices,” Blightey said. “Most importantly, though, the staff is a semi-manufactured entity, a creature once not dissimilar to our quarry, melded into an artifact of untold power, believe it or not, for the express purpose of opposing the Demiurgos and his spawn. Funny how even the best laid plans can go arse about face, if you’ll excuse my expression. What was it you called your creator?” Blightey asked the staff. “The Supernal Father! Of all the infernal impudence.”

“Super what?” Nils said. “What’s that even mean?”

Ain, said the cold voice in his head.

“Ain?” Nils said. “Really?”

Blightey sucked in a deep breath and looked down at him. “Nils, Nils. What did I say God was?”

“Nothing?”

“No-thing. Our friend here,” he patted the staff, “was wise enough to recognize hubris when he saw it and rebelled with a zeal I found irresistible. Interesting thing about his design, is that the wood of the staff holds the imprint of a soul, everything, barring the body, of the being who was altered. The staff’s capacity to record memories was by no means exhausted by the initial melding, and so I was able to… what would you say? Program? Imprint? I was able to infuse it with my own essence, my thoughts, feelings, recollections, so that, in the event of my own obliteration, the staff would be the key to my resurrection.”

“So it was a trap,” Nils said. “You used that grimoire to lead Silas to the forest of tar, so that he’d find the staff and bring you back.”

“That’s about the long and the short of it,” Blightey said. “Now, have you noticed anything unusual about these tunnels?” He ran his gaze along the walls.

Nils hadn’t noticed, but now that Blightey mentioned it, there were black seams running through the rock, glistening with flecks of green.

“Ain’t that scarolite?”

“The same,” Blightey said. “The fossilized sap of Gehenna, they say. Crystallized magic.”

Nils’s heart skipped a beat. “Magic?” So Ilesa was right about the pen. Pity she didn’t have the balls to do what she said she was gonna do. Mind you, balls wouldn’t be quite appropriate on Ilesa.

“Oh yes, with its origins in the fog rolling off of the Abyss. There are ethereal paths, Nils, connecting Gehenna to the Abyss. The whole subterranean atmosphere of Gehenna is permeated with the miasma of the Demiurgos’s realm. Where Gehenna touches the world above, as it clearly does here, the fog sets, fuses with the roots of mountains and forms these streams of scarolite.”

“So, it’s evil?”

Blightey gave a little chuckle. “You still have so far to ascend, my boy. But even if it were evil at its point of origin, the contact with the world of the Cynocephalus alters its nature. The son of the Demiurgos bears more of his mother than his father. He’s a raving lunatic, and scared of his own shadow, but you could never describe him as evil.

“Something I don’t expect you to know, is that once, long, long ago, these tunnels beneath the volcano were mined by an ancient and, though it pains me to say it, noble race. The Dwarf Lords of Arnoch were born from the last vestiges of the Cynocephalus’s sanity. They were the champions of his resolve to keep back the dark.

“Alas, the dog-head has some pretty nasty dreams, and there was one his champions could not defeat. My staff here tells me, though, that there have been new developments, that another artifact has risen from the depths of the ocean—a sister of his. If the Axe of the Dwarf Lords has returned, then the beast that destroyed the people of Arnoch must have finally been bested. If I had known that when I came back from the Void, I might not have lost my hand.” He wriggled his fingers.

“Silas’s hand, you mean.”

Blightey’s eyes widened, and he gave a slight nod. “It would seem the dwarves have returned to their old stomping ground. I wonder if they plan to resume the role of their forebears.”

“Nah,” Nils said. “They’re just running. You see, Nameless…” He checked himself, feeling like he was betraying his friend.

“Quite the killer,” Blightey said. “Brutal and efficient, but lacking any finesse. Death should be something creative, an art form, like frescoing or crochet. It needs to be savored like a fine wine, swished around the palate and swallowed while its bouquet lingers in the nostrils.

“If I had been in the slightest like this brute, he’d have been dead in the forest of tar, and the rest of his race would have been slaughtered on the way to the volcano. But where’s the fun in that? The sport? Let’s see what they do under the threat of extinction. Will they flee until their bodies give out and the feeders pick them apart where they lie? Will they muster a heroic last stand, that no one, besides us will witness? Will they turn on each other and do the job for us? Or will they find themselves in the bowels of the earth, forge weapons of scarolite, and hit us where it hurts.” Blightey seemed invigorated by the idea.

“I don’t believe a word of it,” Nils said. “If you could’ve killed them, you would have.”

“Where is the thrill, my boy, if there is no chance of losing? I’ve had a lifetime of caution—a hundred lifetimes—but it was a caution that kept me from the heights of existence. No life in skulking reclusion, I tell you. No life at all.”

“So you couldn’t do it, then? You couldn’t kill them, because it’s your nature to string this out.”

Blightey looked genuinely surprised. He nodded thoughtfully a couple of times and chewed on a thumbnail—Silas’s, not the other one.

“Good, Nils. I like that. It is my nature to milk the moment. Yes, I think you’ve nailed it. Reminds me of what someone once said about Ain: did he have a choice to create the world, or was it an inevitable extension of his nature? Excellent. I see my instincts about you were correct. Now, have I told you about my penchant for impalement?”

Nils shrugged. “Don’t know what that is.”

“Don’t know!” Blightey said. “My dear boy, impalement is the most delectable hobby. I sometimes think it’s the only thing capable of instilling me with the slightest spark of life. You take a sturdy length of wood, shape it into a stake, and push it through the anus until it comes out of the mouth. The real trick is to keep the victim alive when you plant the stake in the ground. It’s all about the angle of insertion.”

“Too much information,” Nils said, trying not to visualize the process. He did for an instant, and thought he was gonna puke his arse out of his throat.

“It’s all just holding a mirror up to nature, Nils. The cruelty lies in the inexorability of death and decay, not in the act itself. You could say impaling is an enlightening experience.”

“No more,” Nils said. “I don’t care who you are and what you’re planning to do with me, I don’t have to listen to this shite.”

Blightey looked heartbroken, albeit only for a moment. “Oh, up your bum,” he said, and followed it with a lascivious grin.

“Scut,” Nils said.

Blightey pulled the leash taut and set back off along the tunnel, hunched over like a man of ninety, although, come to think of it, he was probably a hundred times that age, if not more. “Come on, slave boy, the feeders are getting hungry.”

“Getting?” Nils said. “They ain’t stopped being hungry, even for a minute. And come to think of it, neither have I.”

Blightey paused and took hold of Nils under the chin. “Would you like a little nibble, Nils? Would you?”

Nils was tempted to say yes, but he had a bad feeling Blightey might have been offering something other than food.

“Nah, it’s all right. I’ll survive.”

“Suit yourself,” Blightey said, continuing on his way and pulling Nils along behind.

They followed the tunnel for what seemed an age, probably because they could only go so fast when they had to stoop.

Nils’s attention shifted completely to his grumbling guts. He felt dizzy and irritable. Not quite enough to let on to Blightey, but it was sure getting close.

“… the mandrake root,” Blightey was saying. “They say it’s born from a dead man’s semen. Screams like a girl when you pluck it from the…” Blightey held up his finger for silence. “Hush now, my boy. We have perhaps been a bit too garrulous.”

“What the shog’s that… Oh, I see,” Nils said as a stern-looking dwarf stepped from an alcove brandishing a shortsword.

The corridor beyond flared open into an oval-shaped chamber, within which two more dwarves were waiting, watching their approach. All were armored and cloaked in red, and all looked like they meant business—right up until they spotted the mass of feeders pressing in close behind Nils and Blightey.

“Shog,” the one who’d stepped from the alcove said. He turned and ran toward his colleagues, who’d already dashed across the chamber, out of sight.

Blightey strolled after them, using the Ebon Staff like an old man’s walking stick, rapping it against the stone as he went. The leash pulled taut, and Nils stumbled in his wake.

The feeders grew frenzied, shrieking and snapping at the air, but they never came within an inch of the silver sphere.

The instant they stepped into the chamber, two dwarves flung themselves at Blightey, slashing with their swords. The blades sparked and flew from their hands. The dwarves grew wide-eyed and ashen faced. The third had hold of the top rung of a ladder that led down through the floor.

Blightey raised his hand and splayed the fingers.

Nils’s ears popped, and at first he couldn’t work out what had happened. 

The three dwarves were frozen in position, one in a half turn toward a tunnel opposite the one they’d entered by, the second locked into a gawping stare, as if he’d just eyeballed Death himself and didn’t much like what he saw. The third paused in his descent of the ladder.

“Well, well, well,” Blightey said. “Whatever could lie below?” He cast a butcher’s down the hole. “Presumably the other side of the rock fall. Imagine! Very soon the feeders we left outside will have cleared a passage and will start pouring through to lap up those poor dwarves who thought they’d gotten away. Just think of the dismay when more feeders come streaming down this ladder. I must confess, I feel a bit of a cheat. What do you think, Nils? Am I being unfair?”

Nils couldn’t think of what to say to that, but before he could even try, half a dozen or more dwarves came charging out of the other corridor.

Blightey merely released his grip on the staff, and it hung there in midair. A cloud of purplish vapors spilled from its tip and billowed over the dwarves. Their screams resonated around the chamber and made Nils sick to the stomach. When the cloud dispersed, all that was left of them was pools of pinkish ooze that bubbled and squelched.

“Now,” Blightey said, snatching the staff from the air and turning to watch the feeders lope into the chamber, “it would of course be more sporting to release the other three—”

Before he could finish, the feeders surged out of the tunnel and tore into the motionless dwarves. The chamber was packed wall to wall with slavering jaws and raking claws.

Nils was an island in his silver sphere, which looked like it could wink out of existence if he so much as sneezed.

Blightey chuckled away as the feeders bounced off whenever they touched the magical shield, and the air around Nils fizzed and popped, smelling like it did after a thunderstorm.

Blood mist sprayed the walls, flesh was devoured, bones were crunched, and then the dwarf on the ladder had his arms ripped off, and he fell.

Nils heard the splattering thud even above the feeding frenzy, and it was immediately followed by a chorus of screams from down below.







NAMELESS







Grok the Garrote left a trail of blood with each scraping drag of his feet, but it did nothing to stop him taking the lead. Duck was beside him, probably to catch him if he fell, but he’d never dare tell Grok that. The cutthroat looked every inch a shambling corpse from where the feeders had ripped into him with tooth and claw, but he still exuded enough anger to fuel a couple of major wars. It was easy to imagine him rising from the grave to vent his fury. Even the baresarks were suckling lambs in comparison.

Nameless was tucked in right behind Targ, lost in the ruminations of his black dog mood. The fluctuations were getting harder to predict, and it made him doubt his ability to make good on his self-imposed duty to protect the dwarves.

It didn’t help having Kal right behind him. The Ravine Guard might have altered his tune since the circle fight, but people didn’t change that easily. Least of all people like Kal. He was a good enough lad, in his way, a career soldier who lived for his orders, but it seemed to Nameless he expected too much of others, needed them to be perfect.

When Nameless checked the rest were still following, Kal gave a weak smile. Maybe he was nervous. Shog, he should have been, traipsing through endless tunnels looking for whatever it was Targ expected to find, while the last of their kind, the people they were meant to protect, were holed up back in the cathedral cavern.

Old Moary was behind Kal. The councilor had insisted on coming, even though his talents were needed more among the people. He’d got it into his head that he was one of “the Seven”, the stalwart defenders of the survivors of Arx Gravis.

That left just Jaym, sullen as a gloaming sky, trudging at the rear of Targ’s group of four sappers, each of whom was heavily laden with packs and tools.

Targ drew up so suddenly, Nameless walked right into him. The old sapper held up a hand as he peered at the wall to his left.

Kal muttered something and pushed on by.

Up ahead, Grok and Duck hadn’t even noticed, and continued without a backward look.

The rest of the group filtered past Nameless and kept on going.

Targ watched them and shook his head. “Ain’t exactly attentive now, are they?”

“Moary,” Nameless called, but the councilor may as well have been deaf.

Jaym turned back. “Want me to tell them to stop?”

“Might earn you a drink,” Nameless said.

The baresark glowered but then forced a smile, which if anything was scarier than his scowl.

“Hold up, you shogging shoggers, before I cut your balls off and feed them to you with your own shit for sauce!” he roared, watching Nameless for any reaction.

“Nice,” Nameless said. “Like your style.” He turned back to Targ. “What is it?”

“Would’ve thought Droom’s son would’ve spotted this.”

“It’s a wall, Targ, just like we’ve been passing since we left the cavern.”

“Is it?”

Nameless pressed his face to the rock and squinted. “Yep.”

Targ tutted and led him back a few feet. “Look again, only this time, cross your eyes.”

“Cross them how?”

“Like this.” Targ put a finger in front of the bridge of Nameless’s nose. “Stare at my finger, and see what’s beyond it.”

There was nothing but a blur. Nameless was about to give up, but then he saw it: a hairline crack in the shape of a rectangle. There was another, smaller, inside the first.

“It’s a concealed door,” he said, suddenly feeling very dense.

Targ shook his head. “And to think, you a miner’s son and all.”

“Too much time on the surface,” Nameless said. “And not enough carrots.”

“Maybe your eyes just got used to seeing nothing but arse.”

Nameless looked round as the others came plodding back, looking for the cause of the hold up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You and the councilor. I seen the way you look at her.”

“Cordy? Don’t be ridiculous. Do you have any idea what I did? Shog, Targ, you haven’t got a clue about women, have you?”

Targ blew out his bottom lip. “All I can say is what I see.”

“Well it’s not happening. All right?”

“Suit yourself.”

Targ reached out a hand to stroke the rock of the concealed door, but the instant his fingers touched the rough surface, it flickered with an eerie blue light and vanished. In its place, there was a smooth rectangle of scarolite, and where the smaller outline had been, there was a panel, upon which were two studs, one green, the other red.

“Well shog me for a deep gnome,” Targ said.

That was miner-speak for homunculus. Nameless remembered his pa using it on occasion.

“Well, whoopee shogging doo,” Grok said, shouldering Targ out of the way and holding his hand above the panel. “A magic door. Now, let me guess. Hmmm, this is a tough one. Oh, yeah, red closes the door, so green must open it.” He jabbed a finger toward the green stud, but Nameless dragged him aside.

“Idiot. This was designed by the homunculi. What is it they’re known for?”

“Shogged if I know,” Grok said, “but you just got yourself a whole new level of trouble.”

With the speed of a striking snake, his dagger struck at Nameless. Paxy swung up of her own accord and deflected the blade. Before Grok could try again, Duck was in between them with his shield raised.

“Don’t be a shogger, Grok.”

“What?” Grok said. “You want some, too? He disrespected me.”

“Disrespect this,” Jaym growled, and slammed the hilt of his sword against Grok’s head.

Grok must have bitten his tongue, because blood dribbled from his mouth. His eyes rolled, he half-snarled, then he dropped like a stone.

“Oh,” Nameless said, not knowing whether he was more surprised than disappointed. “I thought he’d…”

“Nah,” Jaym said. “Anger don’t make you a baresark.”

“No?” Old Moary said. “Then what does?”

Jaym looked him in the eye, and Old Moary took a step back. “Madness,” the baresark said.

Targ looked too preoccupied to pay them much attention. He was frowning at the studs and rubbing his beard. “Green to open, red to close. Makes sense, but the homunculi would know that and use it as a trap.”

“So press red,” Kal said, removing his helmet, so he could run his fingers through his flattened and sweaty hair.

“But what if they know we know they’d try to trap us,” Old Moary said. “Like a double bluff.”

“Good point,” Duck said, “but we are rather assuming it’s a trap.”

“Bound to be,” Targ said. “From what I hear, those shoggers don’t do nothing but trick folk and lead them to their doom. S’pose I could dig around, try to pry this panel off.” He fished out a chisel and wedged it underneath the cover plate. “P’r’aps I can disarm it.”

“If there is a trap,” Duck said.

“Well, if there ain’t, there’s no harm done, is there, son?”

Old Moary shuffled nervously from foot to foot. “Now, let’s not be rash. Why don’t we sit down and—”

“Debate, debate, till it’s too late,” Stupid’s voice came piping down the tunnel. “No time for talking, ’cause death’s still a stalking. What’s the delay? We must be on our… Oh.”

The fool noticed the scarolite door and the panel. He continued to work his mouth, as if he might yet utter the final word of his rhyme, but then he dashed up to the panel and pressed the green button.

A collective gasp went up from the group, but it turned to a sigh of relief as the door rose into the ceiling.

“How did you—” Nameless started to ask, but Stupid silenced him with a raised finger and a sparkling glare. “A simple ‘thank you’ would be nice, as rice, but not lice. Pass the cheese, I’ll have a slice.”

Nameless frowned. He had a hundred and one things he wanted to ask the idiot, but Targ had already put away his chisel and stepped through the doorway.

“Wait here,” Nameless told the others, and he followed the sapper inside.

Targ was beaming like a child at a cake stand. He twirled around, arms spread wide. “It’s a forge,” he said. “And what a forge!”

He was right about that. It was a massive chamber with walls that were plastered smooth. There must have been half a hundred anvils dotted about the floor space, and great hooks hung from the ceiling, holding tongs and hammers, bevels and chisels. Here and there, grilles were set into the ceiling, presumably for ventilation. A bewildering array of fullers was laid out along the right-hand wall, each with intricate grooves and hollows for moldings of great complexity. In an alcove beyond that, there was a vast stack of ingots and a pile of unrefined ore.

A forge dominated the left wall, a sizeable bronze pipe leading beneath it and attached to the biggest bellows Nameless had ever seen. The forge itself was covered with a sheet of scarolite, and there were two studs, like those on the door panel outside, set into its body.

Adjacent to the forge, there was a granite slack tub, its interior green-stained and riddled with cobwebs. It looked like no one had plunged red hot metal into its cooling water for ages beyond reckoning.

Nameless caught sight of a cast metal tube set atop a carriage-like contraption with two wooden wheels. “What the shog is that?” he asked.

Targ didn’t even look as he answered. “Oh, that’s a cannon.” He was already reaching for the studs on the forge.

“Cannon?”

“Used to read about them as a boy. Pack one end full of black powder, ram a big rock down the other, and boom! Works even better with incendiaries.” He nodded to a stack of metal balls behind the cannon.

Targ pressed the green stud, and the scarolite cover slid back to reveal a deep tray, also made from the black ore. There were tiny vents all along its base, which was coated with knobs of hard rock.

“Needs a good clean,” Targ said, “but I’d bet my knackers it still works.” He promptly pulled out his chisel and started scraping away at the rocky buildup in the tray.

“What’s this?” Nameless asked, spotting a brass wheel on the wall beside the forge.

“Faucet,” Targ grunted as he worked. “But don’t turn it while I’m bent over the tray, for shog’s sake.”

When he was finished, Targ cast his eyes about then rushed off to a corner, returning with a brush and a pan. He swept the debris from the forge tray and stood back to admire his work.

“You any good at smithing?”

Nameless took down a hammer and gave a resounding bang to an anvil. “I’m a dwarf, aren’t I?”

“You tell me, son.”

Nameless tugged on his ever-lengthening beard. It seemed a lifetime ago when he’d had his hair shaved out of shame. A beard was the mark of a dwarf, so he believed. There were always shoggers like Winso who thought they were trend setters just having a mustache, but the length of a dwarf’s beard was often the measure of the man… or woman.

“Yes,” he said a little doubtfully. And then with more conviction, “Yes, I’m a dwarf, and yes, I can bloody well smith.”

“Good.”

Targ turned the faucet, and the vents in the base of the tray began to spit steam.

“What’s going on in there?” Old Moary asked, poking his head through the doorway. “Oh, my word!”

The others pressed inside, the sappers nodding and commenting on tools and implements, Kal and Duck examining the cannon.

Stupid wandered around with, appropriately enough, a big stupid grin on his face.


Jaym peeked through the opening, snorted, and then remained outside.

“Pressure’s building,” Targ said. “And here she goes.”

The stench of sulfur filled the air, then thick red fluid bubbled up from the vents, filling the basin with molten lava.

“Give us a good blow of the bellows,” Targ said, rubbing his hands together.

Nameless obliged, and the lava seethed.

“Lads,” Targ called to the sappers, “fetch us some of those ingots.” He stripped down to the waist and was reaching for a pair of tongs, when they heard the first screams.

“It’s coming from the cavern,” Jaym yelled, his footsteps pounding away down the tunnel.

“Shog,” Nameless cursed and ran for the door. “Kal and Duck with me,” he said, his throat dry and rasping. “The rest of you, stay here.”

“I’m coming,” Old Moary said, brandishing his hatchet and rushing from the room, eyes wide with fear.

“Shog it,” Targ said, snatching up a forge hammer. “Me too. Can’t have this ‘Seven’ of yours being only six. Someone better wake Grok.”

Grok was already groaning on his hands and knees when they emerged from the forge. “What’s up? What’s that shogging noise?”

“Trouble,” Nameless called over his shoulder as he ran past.

“Now you’re talking!” Grok recovered in an instant and overtook Nameless, hurtling down the tunnel like a demon.

Nameless’s worst fears spun through his mind. What if they were too late? What if the feeders had found a way in and put paid to the dwarves? What if he never saw Cordy again? Not that he had a right to care.

“Only… drawback… with this… shield,” Duck said from beside him. “Shogging… bitch… to run with.”

Nameless had barely turned the first bend, when he ran into a ragged column of dwarves fleeing toward him. Jaym and Grok were barging their way through, but their progress had slowed to a crawl.

“Out of the shogging way,” Grok spat. “Out of the way, or I’ll stick you.”

“Coming through!” Nameless bellowed, and charged straight at the lead dwarf on the left.

The man started and flung himself to the right, and those behind followed suit.

Jaym adopted the same strategy, striding ahead like an unstoppable avalanche. Get out of the way or be crushed, his actions said, and no one seemed to want to argue.

Grok hopped angrily from foot to foot in his wake. They were making better headway, but it wasn’t fast enough for him.

When they reached the mouth of the cavern, Nameless spotted Cordy ushering the panicked crowd two by two into the tunnel. They were pushing and shoving each other, rippling and bulging like a turbulent sea.

Terrible screams, screams that went on far longer than they should have, echoed about the cavern, but above it all, Nameless could hear bloodcurdling screeches, the rending of flesh, and the crunching of bone.

As he pushed through into the cave proper, he saw a cluster of feeders pooling around the base of the ladder, while an endless stream of them climbed down from above. Their clawed feet splashed through the spreading sea of crimson, within which half-eaten limbs and gnawed bones stood out like flotsam.

A team of crossbowmen had formed up behind the carts, aiming toward the tunnel they’d first entered by. Nameless hoped they hadn’t seen what he thought they’d seen.

Confirmation was a heartbeat behind when a mass of feeders burst from the tunnel in a frenzy of bloodlust. The first rank fell to a hail of quarrels, and the row behind stopped to consume them. The rest, however, surged over their kin like a monstrous wave and bore down upon the carts.

“The children!” Cordy screamed.

Nameless followed her gaze to the foot of the ladder, where a pack of feeders had surrounded a couple of dozen screaming kids. Their escape route had been cut off by the beasts that had just slaughtered their parents, and they were being backed into the swell of feeders still spilling down from above.

He hesitated, looking from the carts to the children. If the barricade was breached, everything was lost, and yet…

“You and me go,” Duck said, making his mind up for him. “The rest of you, to the carts.”

Jaym, Kal, Grok, and Targ sprinted for the makeshift barricade, even as another volley of crossbow bolts slammed into the attackers. If it hadn’t been for the creatures’ cannibalistic nature forcing them to stop and eat their own fallen, they’d have swamped the defenders in no time. As it was, their feasting gave the crossbowmen time to reload and Old Moary enough time to shamble into position beside his comrades. He looked haggard, Nameless thought as he ran after Duck. Should have made him stay behind.

Duck slammed his shield into the back of a feeder, spun, and bashed another in the face.

Nameless arrived just in time to cut one down as it leapt at a boy. He hacked left and right, black spray splashing his forearms, but then the screaming went up a notch as feeders started leaping from the ladder straight on top of the children. Red blood joined black, and Nameless bellowed in frustrated rage, tears spilling from his eyes and blurring his vision.

“The ladder!” Duck cried, crushing a feeder’s skull with his mace.

“Got you, laddie,” Nameless said, and flung Paxy with all his might.

The air whistled as she arced above the fray and sliced right through the top of the ladder. It did little more than knock out a rung or two, and still the feeders came down. Paxy returned to his hand with a dejected purr.

“If there’s any more juice in you, lassie, now would be good,” Nameless said, shaking the haft.

Duck backed against the cave wall, two kids behind him and the protection of his shield. Feeders crashed against the iron time and time again, but there was no give in it.

“To me,” Duck cried to the rest of the kids. “Get behind me.”

A couple more made it, but there was no chance for the others. In desperation, Nameless threw Paxy at the ladder again, but this time he didn’t stay to watch. Unarmed and despairing, he charged into the pack assailing the children, punching, kicking, biting, elbowing. All he saw was a blur of teeth and claws. His fists met with satisfying crunches and cracks. Faces split, limbs snapped, and black blood spurted, but it wasn’t enough. It could never be enough.

“No!” he screamed, lashing out with everything he had. If he was just stronger, faster, bigger, even, he might save one child. Just one.

Claws raked his arms, tore at his mail shirt. Jaws fastened on his calf, but he dislodged them with a blow that crushed the feeder’s skull. More and more of the creatures threw themselves at him, until he was spinning, throwing them, beating them off, and panting so much his lungs were ready to burst.

Duck was down on one knee, holding out against a mountain of feeders gnashing and slashing, seeking some way through to the children he protected.

A fierce hammering and a metallic ringing reverberated around the cavern, distracting the feeders and giving Nameless enough room to back up beside Duck.

“That all of them?” he asked, hardly daring to look at the four surviving kids.

“All I could save,” Duck said, his face streaked with tears. “All I could save.”

Paxy was whirling and spinning in midair, chopping apart the ladder rung by rung.

Dozens of feeders plummeted to their deaths, until finally the flow stopped. 

The axe circled away, heading back to Nameless. At first, he thought she was going to singlehandedly hack into the rest of the feeders massed before him and Duck, but her flight stuttered, and she clattered nosily to the ground.

Nameless reached for her, but a feeder snapped at his hand, and he withdrew it. Another leaped, but Duck bashed it aside with his mace.

“Reckon we’re about shogged,” Duck said.

Paxy shook and rattled her way along the ground, dragging herself closer to Nameless. He tried to reach her again, but the feeders pressed forward.

Duck brained one with his mace and shoved his shield in another’s face. Nameless took the opportunity and lunged for Paxy, gripping her haft and swinging her in a wild arc that drove the feeders back.

“Go,” he called to Duck. “Get those kids out of here.”

“I’m not gonna argue with that,” Duck said.

Nameless didn’t see if he made it. He just bundled straight into the pack, chopping with wild abandon.

“Duck?” he cried. “Duck, you through yet?”

There was no answer, which only made Nameless rage more. He danced a furious jig of death, thundering a two-fisted axe blow right through the midriff of a feeder and immediately reversing the stroke to take the head from another. 

Claws grabbed him from behind, but he stamped down on a foot so hard he heard the bones crack. He spun round and drove his head into the creature’s chest, goring it with the horns on his helm.

Paxy started to throb and purr, drawing strength from his bloodlust. Together, they fought in sublime ecstasy, a purple patch of killing that he’d not felt since Arx Gravis. Only, this one was cleaner. This one he had no doubts about.

He gored another through the shoulder, back-fisted a snarling maw, cleft a skull with a perfectly timed one-handed strike and… stood dumbfounded. They were dead. Feeders were heaped up all around him like a gory knoll.

“Shog,” Nameless muttered to himself. “Don’t know my own strength.”

But then he saw Jaym standing over a pile of the fallen, broadsword dripping with black blood. Kal was clutching his arm, hand a bloody mess. Old Moary was relatively unscathed, but his hatchet was as black as the false Pax Nanorum. The councilor’s face, though, was ashen, and his breaths came in ragged gasps.

“Duck?” Nameless said.

“Made it back to the tunnel with kids in tow,” Kal said. “Now we need to go.”

“Grok?” Nameless said, looking toward the barricade.

The crossbowmen fired one more volley then jumped down from the carts and sprinted for the tunnel the rest of the dwarves had fled down.

The feeders were upon the carts in a flash, tearing through the tarps and ripping into anything vaguely edible, be it salted meats, herbs, sacks of grain, even kegs of mead.

That shogged Nameless right off. He growled and prepared to charge.

“No,” Jaym said. “Not here. We are still needed.”

The baresark was right. There were just too many of them, and hundreds more continued to pour into the cavern. It was incredible the defenders had held for so long.

Already, the feeders were tiring of the carts and turning their questing mouths toward the Seven, or rather the four standing together.

“Oh my shog,” Nameless said. “Where’s Targ?”

“Trying to get that shogger Cairn to leave,” Kal said. “Grok’s got his back, which is a miracle by itself.”

“We’re not leaving them,” Nameless said, starting toward the carts.

Grok burst out of a canopy and leapt at the nearest feeder, stabbing with the same tireless fury he’d displayed earlier. Targ was out next, clambering down from the cart and running toward the group with a clutch of feeders in tow.

“Run!” Old Moary cried, his voice hoarse and sounding impossibly weary.

“Come on!” Kal yelled.

Grok hamstringed one of the feeders. The other turned on him, but he punched his buckler repeatedly into its head until it dropped to the ground, quivering and twitching.

More of the creatures leapt onto the carts, forming up into a howling, screeching mass with an endless tide behind them. Others ripped into the goats and tore them apart.

“Run!” Targ yelled. “He’s gonna blow it. Shog, he’s gonna blow—”

Time slowed to a crawl. Targ’s words sounded like they came from underwater. The feeders pawed the air, as though it were treacle, their ululating cries eerily distant.

A blinding flash burst from one of the carts, and an ear-splitting boom shook the volcano right down to its roots. Stalactites fell like stony spears, crashing to the ground in showers of dust.

Everyone was running for the tunnel, even as the roof collapsed and the feeders were buried beneath a mountain of rubble.

“Nameless!” someone screamed from back amid the chaos.

Nameless turned as he reached the tunnel entrance. There was dust and smoke everywhere, and the air was thick with sulfurous fumes. The ceiling over one half of the cavern had totally caved in, and the section nearest the tunnel looked set to go any second. A spider web of cracks split the stone like a jigsaw.

“Nameless!” the voice came again.

“Nils? Nils, is that you?”

He caught a glimpse of the boy surrounded by a glimmering silver sphere. The Lich Lord floated down beside him on a disk of pure darkness, and clouted him on the head with the Ebon Staff.

Nameless roared and started to run to his friend’s aid, but Paxy suddenly felt like an anchor, dragging him to the ground. He tried to lift her, but she wouldn’t budge. She was shuddering violently and rattling her way back toward the tunnel.

Blightey began to approach on his shadowy disk. His eyes burned like pools of lava, and he held the staff aloft, wisps of black smoke rolling from its tip, questing, reaching for Paxy.

“Nils!” Nameless cried again, but he was answered by a groaning rumble, a series of cracks and splits, and then the rest of the ceiling came down in an avalanche of rock.

Strong hands grabbed his shoulders and tugged him into the tunnel. Paxy gave no protest, and he dragged her with him, light as a feather.

“I saw Nils,” Nameless told Targ as they leaned against the tunnel wall, panting. “I saw him.”

Shog only knew if the lad could have survived the collapse of the roof. It seemed too much to hope for.

Blightey, however, was bound to emerge unscathed. The skull, at the very least, was as impervious as scarolite. Nameless knew that much from Verusia.

“Yeah,” Targ said, “the lad Cairn found in them woods by the lake. That’s just great. Cairn, on the other hand, is shogged to shite.”

“Poor old Cairn,” Nameless said.

The scout might have hated his guts, but when all was said and done, he’d given his life to save the rest of them.

“Poor Cairn, my buttocks!” Targ grumbled. “Shogger used up the last of our black powder.”







ILESA







Ilesa’s arse was on fire, and not in the sense that shogging dwarf would have meant. The more she walked along the main tunnel into the volcano, the more the skin pulled and split. She knew it was blistered like overcooked bacon. Warm fluid oozed down the back of her legs beneath her frazzled pants.

Another second, and she’d have been toast. Mind you, a second the other way, and she might still be able to sit down. Change! she’d screamed at herself. Shogging change! And she had, right at the moment the heat hit her from behind. The dragon’s maw had all but engulfed her when she zipped between its teeth in the form of a gnat.

She had no idea what made her think of it—perhaps it was all that worrying about Nils, because he was small and irritating—but the choice had been inspired. The dragon’s jaws had crashed together with so much force, she’d spun in a terrifying swirl of released breath. She’d glimpsed the look of bewilderment on the great beast’s face and laughed with elation as its eyes flicked about erratically, trying to locate its prey. But that elation had turned to agony the instant she reached the volcano and changed back. The seat of her pants had been smoldering, one buttock completely exposed and sizzling audibly.

It looked like the tunnel had been bored out with a giant corkscrew. Dark veins, flecked with green, gleamed eerily along the walls.

The way ahead was mostly blocked by a rock fall, but the narrowest of openings had been cleared, a precarious arch that looked set to collapse at the slightest touch.

The ground was stained with black ichor, and here and there were fragments of bone, stripped bare. She was about to step on a rock, when she saw a gaping mouth rimmed with needle-point teeth. She withdrew her foot with a start and almost lost her balance.

It was a head. The severed head of a feeder.

She peered closer and saw that it hadn’t been a clean cut, either. Looked to her like the head had been bitten off, no doubt by the creature’s frenzied companions. Only question was, why hadn’t they consumed it, like they had everything else? Urgent orders? Or perhaps it had just been hidden among the debris.

Her guts seethed like they held a nest of vipers. What was she doing following these things? Even if she caught up with Nils and Blightey, what could she do? She idly fingered the scarolite pen in her pocket as she inched her way toward the opening.

On closer inspection, it looked sturdier than she’d first thought, although she didn’t relish putting it to the test. She strafed between the two sides, careful not to make any contact. The rocks were stacked like a poorly constructed drystone wall, and the ceiling of the rough arch was a crushing death just waiting to happen.

The frayed leather of her pants snagged on something, and she had to reach behind to rip it free. She held her breath for a moment, and only released it when the arch didn’t collapse.

Her backside felt ready to burst with hot, bloody pus, it throbbed so much from the effort of moving. Squeezing through the remainder of the gap into the tunnel beyond, she found a low ledge she could sit on and sighed as she took the weight off her feet.

“Shog!” she screamed. “Aaaaarrrrgh! Shog, shog, shogging shit and shog!” The pain was excruciating—a lightning strike through every nerve in her body. Her cries echoed back at her, bouncing around the knobbed and pitted walls and flinging themselves out into the receding daylight.

The only thing for it was to grit her teeth and press on.

Modifying her gait to a foot-scraping limp eased the tension on her glutes but hardly filled her with confidence. She was used to silent movement, keeping to the shadows, sneaking up on her victims with all the advantages that offered. That was ninety-percent of her skill right there, the secret of her success. That, and her ruthlessness when it came to getting the job done. It was a joke, her, Ilesa the pitiless, Ilesa the self-serving coward, lurching through a lava vent to rescue an idiot she could stand about as much as that stunted bastard of a dwarf and his whore. What the shog? Why was she even here? If she’d listened to her gut from the first, she could have been relaxing in a hot bath back in Malfen by now. Except the water would be lukewarm and brackish, and she’d probably have to share the tub with a legion of rats.

Each time she’d tried to leave, she couldn’t quite do it. Oh, she’d got lost, confused by the shifting landscape, but there was more to it than that. Much as it pained her to admit it, she felt empty whenever she set off alone. It was as if Nameless and Nils were abandoning her, rather than the other way round. It didn’t matter how much she told herself she hated the dwarf, that she couldn’t care less if he’d found himself some bearded trollop, she knew she was only kidding herself. She missed his easygoing company. She missed his unconditional acceptance, even when she screwed up. Shog, she even missed the fact that he found her attractive, despite her having to make some distasteful cosmetic alterations to suit his tastes.

And Nils: sulky, whiny, annoying, pillock-faced Nils. It didn’t take a genius to work out why she couldn’t leave him to his fate. Ilesa might have been blessed with many gifts, not least of which was her ability to shape-shift, but she’d also received a geas as good as a death warrant: a conscience that still wouldn’t let her rest for failing her brother.

The corridor widened into a vast cavern, and she was confronted with yet another rock fall. This one was far worse than the first. Whole stalactites had dropped from the ceiling to shatter across the ground. Chunks of rock big enough to crush a house were stacked in mountainous piles, and jutting out from under them were arms and legs, torsos and heads.

And they weren’t all feeders, either. Some of them were dwarves, blood-splattered and squashed flat.

Ilesa stiffened at the sight of a bashed and broken baby, its limbs all askance, and dotted among the debris, the shattered bodies of children intermingled with the gray corpses of feeders.

She surveyed the wreckage with a heavy heart, stifling the tears that were building pressure behind her eyes. She couldn’t give sway to her emotions. Not now, not when things were so desperate. One tear, and a torrent would follow, and then she’d be no good to anyone. She was an assassin. She was strong. No, a much better response than tears was anger. Someone was going to pay for this, and that someone was a creepy bastard with a face like a three-day-old cadaver’s and a twisted black staff. He was the one controlling the feeders, and  he was the one who had Nils.

There was no way she was going to be able to climb over so much rubble. Across the center of the cavern, it was piled all the way to the ceiling. Perhaps if she backtracked down the tunnel, she could explore the smaller vents higher up the volcano.

She cast a look over the devastation and caught sight of an iron ladder sticking out above the rocks. It was set into the wall and led all the way up to the ceiling and beyond. Perhaps there was a cave above, a tunnel, even. If she could get up there, maybe she could find another way down, beyond the wreckage, and pick up the trail again. Only trouble was, half the rungs were broken.

Steeling herself with anger, Ilesa clambered over the rubble until she reached the ladder and took hold of both sides. Assuming her upper body strength held out, she’d be able to find footholds on the rough rock wall wherever the rungs were too damaged to be of any use.

Hand over hand she went, wincing at the pain now radiating down her hip. She told herself it would make her stronger, and soon enough she was scaling the ladder with determined fury. Much of it was slick with black blood, which made her grip slip once or twice. She rubbed it off against her bodice and struggled on upward.

The crash of rocks drew her eyes to the far side of the cavern. Debris fell away from a silver sphere of light, and within it she could see Nils, checking himself over for injuries.

Then the Lich Lord reared up beside him, Silas’s long coat smothered with rock dust. One of his legs was bent backward at an impossible angle, and his left shoulder appeared dislocated. He still held the black staff, and directed its tip to his broken leg, which immediately started to straighten. As he touched the staff to his shoulder, Blightey looked in Ilesa’s direction, eyes flaring crimson. He aimed the staff at her, and a bolt of blackness shot forth.

Ilesa twisted aside, and rocks exploded from the wall. She resumed her climb, redoubling her efforts and ignoring the pain. She flicked a look back at Blightey.

This time, he was weaving his hand through the air, and sickly green tendrils fanned out from his fingertips. As he drew back his arm, Ilesa reached the opening in the ceiling and launched herself through it, tumbling onto a rocky floor.

She found herself in a rough oval chamber formed from the same pitted rock as the one below. Twisting tunnels wound away at intervals. The ceiling was so low that she had to stoop, and that did nothing to ease her pain. She made her way into the tunnel that seemed to run above the cavern she’d climbed up from.

She’d gone no further than the first bend, when she pulled up sharp. Up ahead, no more than a dozen yards, she was confronted with the backs of feeders jammed tightly in the passageway. They appeared to be making hard work of it, as none of them would give ground. It seemed they all wanted to be first to the feast.

Now what? she wondered, pressing herself flat against the wall. She could hardly take them all on, even from behind and with the element of surprise. Not that she’d have much of that once she started limping toward them, scraping the ground as she went.

One of the feeders at the rear craned its neck in her direction, its gaping mouth twitching, almost as if it were filtering the air. It gurgled something, and the others began to turn.

“Crap,” Ilesa whispered, looking over her shoulder and estimating her chances if she ran for it. Zero to none, she reckoned, what with the low ceiling forcing her to bend almost double, and the crippling pain in her arse and hip.

Even if she could run, where would she go? She’d seen the feeders in action, knew how quick they were, and how relentless.

She had to find the strength to change again. It was her only hope.

One of the feeders broke away from the pack and loped toward her. Two more followed, and then the tide turned, and those pressed into the tunnel started forcing their way in her direction.

The lead feeder tried to run, claws outstretched, maw gaping, but the ones behind slammed into it in a hurry to reach Ilesa first. They came on more slowly after that, howling their desperate hunger.

As they drew closer, Ilesa racked her brains for the best thing to turn into. Her guts lurched with the effort. The well was dry, so very dry, and yet she had to transform, for everyone’s sake, or, failing that, at least her own.

She started into the gnat again—after all, it had saved her from the dragons. 

But then she had a better idea.

At least she hoped it was.

The front two feeders lunged for her, screaming their hunger, and Ilesa threw up her arms to protect her face, even as she started to change.







NAMELESS







Just south of the forge, broad steps had been cut into the tunnel floor. On one side, they fell away into a vast abyss, where hundreds of feet below a torpidly flowing lake of lava bubbled and hissed. Scouts reported back that the steps continued deeper into the roots of the volcano for at least half a mile. The gradient was steady, and the steps deep enough for families to set up camps on them.

The survivors of Arx Gravis made for a sorry sight, huddled in tiers down the passage, coughing, weeping, groaning, and complaining. The councilors milled among them offering platitudes, and Old Moary had set up a triage for the injured. Mostly it was the crossbowmen, who’d suffered bites and scratches, but others had picked up minor cuts and bruises along the way. A few of the older dwarves had different problems—swollen joints, shortness of breath, ulcerous wounds. Some were clearly in need of palliative care.

Nameless sat gloomily at the top of the steps, the clamor of the forge ringing in his ears. Further up the tunnel, Jaym and the baresarks maintained a rearguard, in case the feeders broke through. Each time Nameless looked beyond them, back toward the collapsed cavern, he felt a chill invade his bones. 

The mere thought of the Lich Lord did that to him, and it didn’t help knowing he had Nils in his clutches. The things Blightey had done in Verusia were too vile to dwell upon. Nameless only hoped the thrill of the chase was keeping him from doing them to Nils. Assuming the cave-in hadn’t killed him, of course. But that was just wishful thinking.

It’s the staff, a voice said in his head. Making you despair.

Nameless pounded his ears, like a swimmer trying to get the water out.

I feel it, too. It hunts me. It has always hunted me, ever since we were sent to this world.

“Paxy?”

That is what you call me. Pax Nanorum: the Peace of the Dwarves. Some peace I offer! Forgive me, I have proven a coward.

“Not so. Not so, lassie.” Although it had been troubling Nameless that she’d prevented him from aiding Nils. She’d been scared, nothing more than that. He’d felt her fear coursing through his veins. “What is it about that shogging staff? Why does it scare you so?”

The axe shifted in his grip, nestling closer for comfort. He is unhinged. Has been ever since the Supernal Father formed us and sent us here.

“The Supernal Father?”

Lord of the Supernal Realm, Paxy said in his mind. Her voice grew in clarity, took on more substance. It had a peculiar piping quality.

“And he gave you… life?” That seemed the right word. Last thing he wanted was to cause offense.

We already had life. All he did was meld our souls with his eldritch creations.

“So, he’s a wizard?” Nameless had to raise his voice. He could barely hear himself over the clanging and pounding from the forge.

More than that. But we should focus on our predicament. Your friend Targ is wrong. We should keep going, get as far away as possible.

Nameless was inclined to agree, but he’d been the one to put Targ in charge, and he wasn’t about to depose him now.

The old sapper was convinced running would get them all killed. There were too many lava vents through which the feeders could come at any given moment. Each encounter depleted the dwarves more, and yet there seemed to be no end to Blightey’s carnivorous army.

The forge doors had given Targ a different idea. They were constructed of solid scarolite and would have probably still stood in place even if the entire volcano exploded around them. The forge itself was most likely backed with scarolite, an impenetrable defense against a lava flow. Indeed, Targ theorized that the entire volcano was riddled with tubes and vents designed to direct magma from an eruption into reservoirs at various heights. If the plans they’d made for Mount Sartis were anything to go by, even the summit was likely to be a dwarf-made caldera of scarolite, a basin that would keep the lava in its molten state, ready to direct throughout the interior for heating and fueling whatever powered the strange technologies these ancient dwarves must have learned from the homunculi. Targ had no doubt they’d picked up a thing or two. The evidence was in the door control, but he was certain there was a whole lot more yet to be discovered.

“Targ sees this as our best chance,” Nameless said. “A sort of last stand. With the forge operational, he can seal off the north end of the tunnel and make enough weapons for everyone to be armed. He even plans to get that cannon working.”

Targ might have read about such weapons in the myths and legends of Arnoch, but actually getting one to fire was another thing. Still, if anyone could manage it, it was him.

It may be that the feeders will still find a way in. This could be our tomb.

“Not exactly the voice of optimism, are we, lassie? But fair’s fair. Have to say I agree with you, at least in part. But what would you have me do, wrest control from Targ? He has the Council’s agreement, you know.”

Dwarves don’t need councils. They need a king, someone to make the hard decisions for them.

“Way I remember it,” Nameless said, “your King Arios would have done just what Targ is doing. He didn’t exactly turn tail and flee.”

And look where it got him.

“Point taken, lassie, but I’m not so sure I trust my own judgment on this. Not after what happened back at Arx Gravis.”

That was before you had me. I can guide you.

A shudder passed along Nameless’s spine. The black axe had said more or less the same thing. Maybe it was something about magical weapons in general, or maybe there was just too much in common between the demonic axe and the true Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“I gave my allegiance to Targ, lassie, and no amount of talking with you is going to change that.”

But the staff—

“No,” Nameless said with a finality that brooked no argument.

Paxy grew heavy in his grasp, so much so that he set her down on the ground.

“So, tell me, lassie,” Nameless sought to change the subject. “What manner of life did you have before becoming an axe?”

No answer.

“Were you a spirit? An angel?” A demon, perhaps.

Dwarf, she said. I was a dwarf, all right? Are we done now?

“Aye, lassie.” Nameless gave her a reassuring pat. “We’re done.”

A dwarf where, though? The Supernal Realm? What kind of dwarves did they have there?

He tried to lie back on the hard ground and rest his head, but one of the broken links on his hauberk pressed into his back. Grumbling, he sat up and tried to pull the chainmail over his head, but his shoulders were too stiff from swinging the axe, and his lower back throbbed from where Jaym had hit him. 

He was about to give up, when Cordy came up the steps and gave him the same look she used to give Thumil when she felt the need to mother him.

“Come on, let me give you a hand with that.”

She knelt down beside him and began fiddling with the straps. “Helps if you loosen them first.”

“Can’t be shogged with that,” Nameless said, relaxing and letting her do the work.

“Arms over your head.”

When Nameless complied, he grunted as pain needled its way up his spine and something crunched in his shoulder.

“Dear, dear, quite the poorly one, aren’t we?”

“Feel it,” Nameless said. “This old body’s been through the mill of late.”

Cordy pulled the armor over his head and dumped it on the floor. She got behind him and put her warm hands on his shoulders, kneading away the stiffness.

“Your back’s as hairy as Thumil’s,” she said. “That man was like a bear.”

“Cordy,” Nameless started, feeling uncomfortable at the mention of his friend and erstwhile commander.

“It’s all right,” Cordy said. “I’m trying. Trying to understand what you did. Trying to get through the…” She broke off, a note of distress entering her voice.

Oh, you poor dear! Paxy said, the scorn as plain as day.

Nameless kicked his chainmail over the axe, hoping it would shut her up. He wanted to ask what had got into her, but explaining a talking axe to Cordy was more than he was capable of right now.

“Lie on your front,” Cordy said with a sniff.

Nameless craned his neck to look at her, but she took hold of his head and twisted it away.

Shrugging, he did as he was told.

Cordy pressed her palms along the sides of his spine until he cried out when she touched the lumbar region, where the pain was most intense.

“That’ll teach you to turn your back on a baresark.”

“Thanks for that, lassie,” Nameless said. “I’d never have thought of it by myself.”

She whacked him playfully on the head and proceeded to work her hands up his back.

Nameless groaned with pleasure as little spasms radiated outward to his limbs.

Cordy started to focus on his shoulder blades, digging in with her thumbs and breaking up the knots. When they popped and crunched, Nameless didn’t know whether to cry with pain or relief. In the end, he decided it felt good, settled his cheek against his forearm, and shut his eyes.

Cordy’s fingers wriggled beneath him, massaging his chest. He sighed and felt a long-forgotten warmth seeping into his muscles, reaching parts that were probably best left well alone.

She was astride him now, careful to keep her weight from his lower back. Her heat started to arouse him, and he worried his lower lip, trying not to think about it. This was so wrong, after what he’d done to her family. He felt her breath on his ear, the brush of her lips against the lobe.

He squirmed around beneath her, and she rolled off so he could turn onto his back. She leaned in, looking at him intently, blue eyes glazed over. It was compelling, inviting. Nameless wanted so much to grab her and pull her onto him, taste those lips, rip open the front of her dress, but in that moment, all he could think of was baby Marla, a broken, bleeding mess on the floor, and Thumil’s severed head glaring at him from a spike.

With more force than he’d intended, he pushed Cordy away.

“What?” she said. “It’s all right. I’m… I’m…” Her eyes filled with tears and she wrapped her arms about her chest, rocking back and forth on her knees.

“Cordy,” Nameless said, touching her face. “I—”

“No,” she said, standing. “This was wrong. This was so wrong. I’m sorry.”

And with that, she turned on her heel and rushed down the steps.

Nameless watched her disappear among the refugees then scratched his head, turning to look back up the tunnel.

The baresarks were watching him, and one even raised a thumb.

Nameless scowled and snatched up his armor, pausing as Paxy’s blades reflected his face back at him.

Shog, he looked tired. There were rings around his eyes, and his forehead had creases in it that looked like they’d been carved with a chisel. He leaned closer to examine his beard. Was that a gray hair? Gods of Arnoch, if he went on like this, folk would start mistaking him for Old Moary.

He pushed himself to his feet and donned the chainmail. Just needed a stiff drink, that’s all.

Paxy said nothing when he picked her up. She didn’t even purr. When he slung her over his shoulder, he was struck by how heavy she felt, how cold and lifeless.

He began to wonder if she’d left him, passed on to her Supernal Realm, but then she gave a world-weary sigh in his mind.

Shog of all shogs, she was sulking.

What was it about him and women?
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Nils’s thighs were burning as he clambered up yet another mountain of rubble. Felt like he had crushed glass under his kneecaps, and his hands were raw, pared down almost to the bone.

Blightey had fallen behind. The Lich Lord had straightened his limbs out with some weird power from the Ebon Staff, but he was making hard work of crossing the cavern. He caught Nils watching him and sat down on a jutting chunk of rock, coughing into his fist. For a minute, Nils thought it could’ve been Silas, the way the Lich Lord hunched over and hacked. When he drew his hand away, it was speckled with blood, same as Silas’s would’ve been.

“Not the best body I’ve ever adopted,” Blightey said, wiping his mouth. “Another couple of days, and he’d have been useless to me.”

Nils plonked himself on a pile of stones. “Save for getting you out of the Void.”

“If he’d made it that far,” Blightey said. “And if this wrack of a frame had any juice left in it.”

“Well,” Nils said, “if it gets any worse, suppose you could still do that skull thing and whizz around instead.”

“Hardly dignified.” Blightey wrinkled his nose and gave Nils a withering stare. “And besides, it tends to frighten the prey.”

“Like you ain’t doing that already.”

Blightey allowed himself a wry grin. “Oh, this is different. This is a game of cat and mouse, and I must say, I’m rather enjoying it.”

“Yeah, right,” Nils said. “Looks like it. Why don’t you use the staff on the sickness, clear up that cough?”

“Because,” Blightey said, lumbering to his feet, “some things just can’t be fixed.”

Nils was tempted to chuckle, but the hellish glow coming from Blightey’s eyes made him think twice about it.

“Thought you was all powerful,” he said.

“Were.” Blightey held up an admonishing finger. “Thought you were all powerful.”

“Shog, you sound just like Silas. Sure he ain’t in there with you?” Maybe he was some kind of spirit, putting up a fight.

“Quite sure,” Blightey said. “Your friend Silas is at one with the Void, which makes him—”

“Don’t tell me,” Nils said. “Nothing. Just like Ain.”

Blightey’s smile this time made Nils’s skin crawl. It was thin, almost lipless.

“Not at all,” Blightey said. “Ain is no-thing, as I keep saying. Silas is gone, swallowed up in oblivion. It is as if he had never been.”

Nils’s heart sank to his stomach, but there was no way he was gonna let Blightey see how upset he was. “Save for his body that you’ve taken over.”

“Think of it as an old coat,” Blightey said. “You see, Silas was good for something, after all. Oh, that reminds me, that bitch of yours, the one in the leather with the breasts you want so much to suckle, what would you like to do with her, should we see her again?”

Nils didn’t answer. He doubted Blightey would consider what he wanted, which was to just let her go. Leave her be, and do the same for Nameless and the dwarves.

“Quaff from her quim?” Blightey said. “Probe her podex?”

“What the shog are you going on about?” Nils said.

“I could conjure up some manacles, or perhaps a stake to spit her on. Just think, you could feed her your tackle while she hung there gasping.”

“Not listening.” Nils put his hands over his ears and started to hum.

Blightey clicked his fingers and was borne aloft by his shadowy disk.

“Why didn’t you do that before?” Nils asked.

“Solidarity,” Blightey said, “but it seems you’ve shown your true colors, boy. I don’t think this relationship is working out very well, do you?” He tugged on the leash and pulled Nils gasping and choking into the air.

As Nils’s eyes bulged from his head and he struggled to squeeze his fingers between the leash and his throat, they approached the broken ladder Ilesa had fled up and rose toward an opening in the ceiling.

The rank stench of decaying mutton filled his nostrils. It was a smell he recognized, and then he realized it was the feeders. They were already snapping at him as the dark disk entered the opening, but thankfully Blightey’s magical silver sphere was still in place. Judging by the look the Lich Lord gave him when he hauled Nils onto the disk, though, it might not be for too much longer.
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The steam inside the forge scorched Nameless’s throat, stung his eyes, and turned the noisily smithing sappers into hazy blurs.

The racket of hammers on anvils was tremendous, a clanging, bashing din that pulverized his eardrums. He aimed for the glow of the hearth, where Targ was withdrawing a flat, broad blade with a pair of tongs. He plunged it into the slack tub to the accompaniment of a biting hiss and a cloud of steam.

“Got that big ol’ cannon fixed up,” Targ said, nodding to where a dwarf was rubbing down the barrel with an oily rag. “Found enough black powder back there for a single shot, so, first chance we’ll get to test it is in battle.”

That didn’t exactly sound encouraging, but Nameless nodded all the same.

A sapper was situating a fuller in the hardy hole of an anvil and examining his work. Another tossed a couple of crossbow bolts onto a growing pile.

“Rate we’re going,” Targ said, “we’ll rearm the whole community in a few more days. Reckon there’s enough metal and ore to keep us in ammunition for a long siege.”

Nameless did his best to look impressed, but his enthusiasm wasn’t exactly on a par with Targ’s.

“And food?” he said.

Targ gave an irritable shrug. “Nothing I can do about that.”

“So, we’ll starve inside of a week or two,” Nameless said. “Least they won’t get much of a meal when they eventually break in.”

“We’ll have weapons enough to take the fight to them by then,” Targ said. “If only that idiot Cairn hadn’t used up the last of the black powder, might’ve been able to replicate that there cannon.”

“What Cairn did was a brave thing,” Nameless said.

“Eh?” Targ said, putting a hand to his ear and frowning at the clamor from the anvils. “All right, lads, take five for a swig of ale.”

He got no argument there, as the dwarves set down tools and queued at a tapped keg with their tin mugs.

“Brave, you say? Shogging stupid, if you ask me.” Targ sighed and folded his arms across his chest. “What’s got into you? Would’ve thought you’d relish the chance for a legendary last stand.”

Nameless perched on an anvil and rested the Axe of the Dwarf Lords between his legs.

“Shog, Targ,” he said. “I don’t know. I’ve just got a bad feeling about this. What if there’s something we’re missing, some other way in?”

Targ chuckled and shook his head. “Lads have gone over every inch of wall, checking for concealed doors. Ain’t even a vent between here and the cavern big enough for a mouse to squeeze through. And before you ask, we got scouts down the far end of them steps, just to be on the safe side. Latest reports say the passageway at the bottom is worked stone, mortared tight as a councilor’s arse. We’re working on a grille to block that end, and ain’t nothing crossing that lava reservoir beneath the steps. Reckon we’re about as secure as a miser’s coffer.”

“I hope you’re right,” Nameless said. “If they break in, we’re trapped. There’ll be nowhere to run.”

Targ clapped him on the shoulder. “But they’ll have to come at us head on, two or three at a time. We can take ’em, I tell you.”

But that didn’t account for Blightey. What if the Lich Lord brought to bear his considerable magical powers? He’d proven himself a devastating opponent in Verusia, and that was without the Ebon Staff. Nameless didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one bit.

“Well, you’re the boss,” he said. “Whatever you decide, you have my support.”

“Don’t need to tell me that, son,” Targ said. “Just make sure you let me know the moment you come up with a better idea.”

Besides running, Nameless didn’t have a clue what that might be. Shog, maybe Targ was right. Maybe the feeders would just pick them off in attack after attack. Perhaps holing up and fighting was the best chance they had. He just wished he didn’t feel they were putting all their eggs in one basket.

“Want me to fix them links in your hauberk?” Targ asked, picking up some pincers and snapping them together.

“Sure,” Nameless said, reaching for one of the buckles.

Cordy’s massage had afforded him a bit more range of movement, and the soreness in his shoulders was little more than an annoyance now. He’d barely taken hold of the leather strap, when a fierce rattling from above startled him.

He looked up, same time as Targ, to see claws poking through the grilles in the ceiling.

“Shog!” Targ said. “I never even thought—”

One of the grilles fell away and clanged to the floor.

The dwarves gathered at the keg swore and gasped and started running for hammers, chisels, and whatever else they could use to defend themselves.

Nameless surged to his feet and cut the first feeder in half before it had a chance to reach the ground, but already the other grilles were giving way, and more of the creatures were dropping into the chamber.

Targ was wide-eyed and stuttering before he managed to bark, “Get that shogging cannon out of here!” He snatched up a hammer and hollered above the screeching of the feeders. “Out, lads, out! I can hold ’em here.”

Nameless dodged a savage bite and disemboweled the offending creature. Before he could recover from the swing, another leapt at him, but Targ caved its skull in with the hammer.

Three of the sappers pushed and pulled the cannon from the forge, bottlenecking the doorway so that the others began jostling for position and yelling out in panic.

A dwarf at the back went down to raking claws, screaming as his innards were ripped out and devoured while he still lived.

Nameless charged, cutting a path to the fleeing dwarves and turning to fight a rearguard action.

Targ was surrounded by a score of the creatures, bashing left and right with his hammer. When the last of the sappers was clear, Nameless pushed forward, desperate to reach the old sapper. Targ gave as good as he got and crushed the skulls of a couple more feeders to make it to Nameless’s side.

“You, too, son,” Targ said, giving Nameless a shove through the doorway.

The feeders were dropping from the grilles at an alarming rate. Pretty soon, there’d be no room to move.

“And you,” Nameless said, dragging Targ back by his shirt collar.

As the old sapper cleared the door, a feeder grabbed hold of his beard, and another ripped into his shin with its teeth. Targ cursed and kicked and spat, swinging the hammer with demented rage.

Nameless tried to pull him clear, but a third feeder wrenched Targ back into the chamber. As he passed the threshold, Targ lashed out with the hammer and struck the red stud on the inside of the doorway.

“No!” Nameless cried as the scarolite door lowered from the ceiling. He jabbed at the green stud on the outside, but nothing happened. Targ’s blow must have broken the mechanism.

Dropping Paxy, he tried to stop the door’s descent with his hands, but there was nothing to hold onto. He got his fingers beneath it, even as it neared the floor, and a second pair of hands joined his.

“Heave!” Old Moary grunted.

Nameless’s legs and arms shook with the effort, but still the door came down. The instant before it hit the floor, they let go and fell back.

“Shoggers!” Targ’s muffled scream came from beyond the door. “Shoggerrrrrrrs…”

His final cry gave way to a gurgling choke.

Nameless pressed his forehead to the scarolite and groaned. “Targ,” he sobbed, banging his head again and again. “Targ!”

“Humph,” Old Moary gasped, and sagged back against the door.

“Councilor?” Nameless asked. “What is it?”

Old Moary’s face was white as a sheet, and he grimaced as he spoke. “Heart.” He thumped his chest. “Too… old for… this.”
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Nils had to drape himself around Blightey’s leg to avoid falling off the disk. It weren’t exactly dignified, but he didn’t have the strength to hop off and walk. His throat was stinging from where the leash had pulled tight. He was lucky it hadn’t garroted him, he guessed, although maybe that wouldn’t have been such a bad thing.

“I’ll leave it off for now,” Blightey said, untying the leash and dispelling it into midair, “but just remember, disappoint me again, and I’ll drop the protective sphere.”

He clicked his fingers, and the silver light surrounding Nils vanished. 

Immediately, the nearest feeders turned, snarling, long ropes of drool hanging from their all-encompassing maws.

Nils screamed as one leapt, but in that instant, the sphere reappeared, and the creature was flung back, as if it had been struck by lightning. Its charred corpse was ripped to pieces by the others.

Blightey raised an eyebrow and gave Nils a pat on the head. “Stick close to Uncle Otto, and you’ll be safe as houses.”

The disk carried them along a winding tunnel into a vast chamber. A bank of sweltering steam rose from broken grilles set into the floor, and the place was teeming with feeders, yelping and screeching in their eagerness to climb down.

“Tally ho!” Blightey cried. “Cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war!”

“Eh?” Nils said, barely able to lift his head to look the Lich Lord in the eye. 

That was a mistake. Blightey might have sounded full of the joys of spring, but in his smoldering eyes, Nils saw only cruelty. The oddest thing, the thing that set his bowels roiling, was that rather than burning, like Nils would have expected, Blightey’s gaze was chilling. Cold as a dead man’s passion, his dad would’ve said. Dead man seemed a fitting description, what with the Lich Lord being nothing more than a flying skull in reality; but judging by the way he was grinding his hip against Nils’s lolling head, his passion was anything but cold. 

Nils let go, as if he’d been clutching a maggot-ridden corpse. He forced himself to his feet, swooning, and almost stumbled from the edge of the disk. Blightey steadied him with a hand on the arm, and when Nils tried to swat him away, Blightey’s fingers interlinked with his for a moment.

Nils extricated his hand as politely as he could, fighting the urge to rub it against his britches. Blightey merely smiled and then switched the beam of his focus onto the grilles.

The feeders were packed all the way up from the floor below to the ceiling. Those left above had no room to join them, and the noise of their frustration was starting to shred Nils’s nerves.

“Out!” Blightey commanded with a wave of his staff.

Those in the room with them retreated to the tunnel, forcing back the endless stream of feeders bringing up the rear.

“Here, hold this.” The Lich Lord handed Nils the Ebon Staff.

Tingles of wrongness crept under Nils’s skin, but as much as he wanted to let go, the staff stuck to his palm, as if glued there. He felt its malignancy massaging his organs, wrapping itself around his innermost thoughts. He felt its yearning, its desire to take hold of… its sister, and to do such awful things to her.

With a gasp, Nils saw with terrible clarity an image of the woman the staff wanted to molest and then slaughter. Once, she had been a dwarf with the most striking silver hair and an intricately braided beard. She had eyes like stars and glistening olive skin. Now, she was a hybrid, like her brother, the staff, and another sibling who’d been melded with a stone-headed warhammer. Nils saw her present form and nearly choked with recognition. It was Nameless’s axe the Ebon Staff was after—the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“Why?” Nils asked, before he knew his lips were moving. “What has she done to you?”

The staff cackled deep within his mind. Nothing, it whispered. Do you think I need a reason?

Nils shuddered and felt the need to vomit, as if his body were trying to reject some deadly poison.

“Everyone needs a reason,” he rasped. “Otherwise you ain’t…” He ran out of words to say.

Human? the staff said. Never was. Never will be. Let’s just say, my darling sister, my brother, and I were given a task. They took to it with relish, like the pathetic slaves they are. I, however, took issue with our loving father. They should have done, too, but they left me to oppose him alone, and for that reason, we are all three trapped here in this dismal world.

A blast of heat snapped Nils back into focus. Blightey’s fingers were smoking, and flames flickered up through the grilles in the floor.

“Staff,” Blightey said, holding out his hand.

Nils passed it to him, surprised that it slipped from his grip with ease.

The disk carried them down through an open grille into a fire-blackened chamber. A hearth bubbled with viscous red sludge. There were tools hanging from the walls and ceiling, and dozens of anvils about the floor, which was covered with mounds of ash. A black door, flecked with green, marked the only way in or out of the room, save for the grilles up above.

With a wave of Blightey’s hand, the disk vanished. He pointed the tip of the staff at the door, and it glowed a deep shade of purple.

“They are close,” Blightey said. “I must say, I’m growing bored of this game, aren’t you? Perhaps it’s time to end it.”

Nils opened his mouth to say no, but the look Blightey gave him froze the blood in his veins.

“Unless you have a better idea to entertain me,” Blightey said, feigning a step toward him, a leer spreading across his pallid face.

Nils shook his head and licked his lips.

“Maybe later, then,” Blightey said.

He turned back to the door and unleashed a spinning ball of flame from his outstretched palm. It exploded against the scarolite and faded harmlessly away without so much as a scratch.

Blightey tutted. “Bloody scarolite,” he said. “Always hated the stuff. I’m starting to think it’s the bane of my life.”

Nils took a step back. A hint of frustration had crept into the Lich Lord’s voice, and he’d lost some of his calmness and poise.

Blightey twirled his hand, and shards of ice formed on the tips of his fingers. This time, he sent a frosty storm directly at the door, but again, it had no effect. He tried lightning next, then a barrage of bone fragments that exploded in sprays of green sparks but did nothing to the scarolite.

“Shit!” Blightey snarled. “Cunting, fucking, bugger and damn!”

Nils retreated further. He had that feeling he used to get when gramps was on the booze and getting a bit too fist-happy.

Blightey whirled on him and glared, all of his anger focused into a rictus grin. The silver sphere flickered and nearly failed.

Up above, the feeders started to bay.
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“Didn’t know you were a scout, laddie,” Nameless said as Weasel led him through the camp spread out down the steps.

Dwarves grumbled as they passed, looking up with mournful eyes. If they didn’t find some grit, and find it soon, they were as good as dead. If it hadn’t been for his own vacillating moods, Nameless wouldn’t have understood them at all, but nevertheless, in spite of all they’d been through, all they’d lost, someone needed to put the fire back in their bellies. Someone needed to teach them to fight, and to hope. Only problem was, as far as they were concerned, he was part of the problem.

“Wasn’t till this shit happened,” Weasel said. “Like to think of it as community service, my chance to get back on the straight and narrow.”

“Were you ever on it?” Nameless asked.

“Point taken,” Weasel said. “But you know what I mean. Times like these, it’s—”

“Every dwarf for himself?”

Weasel stopped and pouted. “Now that’s below the belt. What I was saying is that we have to pull together.”

“How magnanimous of you.”

Weasel gave a look that was almost bashful. “Not exactly. Way I see it, the people have to survive intact so’s I can fleece them later.”

Nameless shook his head and found himself grinning. “Well, for a lying, cheating scumbag, you certainly have a streak of honesty that would be the envy of any councilor.”

“Reckon it qualifies me to be one,” Weasel said. “Come on. This you’ve got to see. Couple of the lads did a quick recce and reported that the tunnels changed. Thought I’d take a look myself and lo and behold…”

They rounded a bend, and Nameless stopped in his tracks. He blew out a long breath and stared at the walls. They had been fronted with square-cut blocks of the sort of bluish stone they favored back in Arx Gravis. As far as he knew, it was only found deep beneath the Cooling Crags the other side of Malkuth. Assuming it had been quarried there, it must have been a monumental task moving the rock across the Farfall Mountains.

The blocks had been finely mortared with a skill to rival the work on the Cyclopean Walls of New Londdyr. No doubt about it, this was top-notch stonemasonry, the sort only dwarves were capable of, and exceptionally skilled dwarves, at that.

Sconces were set at intervals of five feet or so, but instead of torches, they held softly glowing crystals that cast shifting, eerie shadows.

The floor was of perfectly even marble flagstones, so arranged that their natural blemishes and darker veins wove together in a sinuous pathway down the center, leading to an archway through which scintillating colors danced with a dazzling beauty.

“Gets even more impressive inside,” Weasel said, but before they could go any further, Nameless turned at the sound of footfalls.

“Jaym’s baresarks sure make an ornery rearguard,” Duck said, striding toward them, shield strapped to his back. “Either we give them something to hit, or they need to be on the move. Patience ain’t exactly their strong point.”

Grok was with him, glowering, still the embodiment of living rage.

Kal came round the corner and stopped, looking behind, like he was waiting for someone.

“We need to keep going,” Duck said, “give the people something to aim for.”

“Says who?” Nameless asked.

“Says me.” Cordy pushed past Kal. “Targ’s plan was scuppered the moment those things took the forge. Only choice is between staying put and praying they don’t find a way through the door, or getting a head start on them. Not much of a choice, if you ask me.”

“I agree, lassie,” Nameless said, “but we need to know what’s up ahead before we risk everyone.”

“No time,” Cordy said. “Those things get among us again, and we’re as good as dead. I can give you a couple of minutes, but we can’t hang about.”

Nameless nodded. “The Council decide this?”

“The time for debating is over,” Cordy said. “With Targ gone and Old Moary on his last legs, I reckon the task of saving our sorry behinds falls to me, unless you want me to offer the job to Garnil or Yuffie.”

“You’ll do just fine, lassie. Just fine.”

In truth, he couldn’t think of anyone better, and the plan was as good as any he’d been able to come up with. A solid rearguard—Jaym and his boys weren’t going down without a major bloodbath, and the majority of that was gonna be black; himself and the remnants of the Seven up front. That just left someone in the middle to keep the folk moving, keep their spirits up. Cordy had the balls for it, in a manner of speaking, but did she have the confidence of the people? 

“How is Old Moary?” Nameless asked.

“Got him on a stretcher. Looks like he’ll live, but he’s gray as shog and wheezing like split bagpipes. Says he had a mild heart attack. Just our luck to lose Targ and then for Moary to get ill straight after. He might be a procrastinating old codger, but the people feel safe with him.” Cordy sagged, looking suddenly tired under the strain.

“Can’t you work with him?” Nameless asked. “Be seen conferring, act as his voice?”

“I guess.” Cordy searched out Nameless’s eyes and held his gaze for a long while.

Whatever she was thinking was lost on him. All he saw was her pain, her uncertainty.

“Two minutes and we move up behind,” she said, and then headed back down the passageway.

“You lads with me?” Nameless asked.

Duck shrugged his shield from his back and thrust his arm through the straps. “Aye, I’m with you, Nameless.” He unclipped his mace and took a firm grip on it.

Grok just snarled, but Nameless got his meaning.

Kal started to salute, thought better of it, and grunted his assent.

That just left Weasel, but he was already padding ahead, bathed in the rainbow colors emanating from the archway.

“Wait for me!” Stupid cried in a shrill voice. “Me wants to come! Me wants to come!”

“Gods of Arnoch,” Duck said. “What the shog’s wrong with the idiot?”

Stupid came tearing down the passageway and drew up sharply in front of Nameless. He gave an agitated dance, hopping from foot to foot like he desperately needed to piss.

He whipped out his map and unfurled it, stabbing at it with his finger. “We must go south. Look, see!”

He showed Nameless the volcano, and below it a range of mountains that ran like a spine down the center of northern Qlippoth. At the far end was an inland sea and a rough sketch of cliffs that had been scribbled over.

“X marks the spot,” Stupid said, looking at Nameless with wide eyes.

There was indeed an X on the shore of the inland sea, and then the realization struck Nameless like a rock to the head.

“Arnoch!” he said. “These tunnels lead all the way to Arnoch?”

“Uh huh.” Stupid nodded like an excited dog. He turned the map over to reveal a jumble of lines and sketches, scratched his head, and went back to contemplating the other side.

Kal peered over the fool’s shoulder at the map. “But Arnoch’s a myth.”

“Not so, laddie.” Nameless fingered the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. “Seen it myself. Stupid, if we could get to Arnoch, maybe we could hold out. Shog only knows what lies inside. I only saw a smidgen of it. There could be arms and armor, a dozen forges, and its defenses were designed to withstand a major siege.”

“Tricks and traps and labyrinthine ways,” Stupid said.

“How do you know all this?” Duck asked the fool. “You say you’ve been there,” he said to Nameless, “but what about him?”

Nameless cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at Stupid. “Laddie?”

“I read a lot. A fool’s day is spent with words on pages, when he’s not dancing a merry caper and weaving daisies into chains. But, Sir Nameless Dwarf, the sands are running out.”

“Eh?” And then Nameless realized that their two minutes was nearly up. “Come on,” he said, and headed through the archway.

The glare was blinding, forcing him to blink until his sight adjusted.

He stood within a kaleidoscope of sparkling colors that streamed from the chamber’s glassine walls, ceiling, and floor.

There were eight walls in all, beveled in honeycomb sections, reflecting beams of mote-filled brilliance from facet to facet. It looked to Nameless like a web of light, a silent symphony of questions and responses.

On the far side was another arch, this one with flickering letters of flame etched into the keystone. Before each of the eight walls stood a gem-encrusted statue of a robed dwarf holding either a staff, a book, or a scroll. The base of the nearest bore the inscription: Nardok Valta, Dominus Montis Seraph.

Weasel was crouched at the back of the statue working away at the stone with his dagger.

“What are you doing?” Nameless said.

Weasel poked his head out and stood, sheathing the dagger and keeping one hand behind his back.

“Nothing.”

Nameless walked behind him, peering at his clenched fist.

“All right, so I’m collecting keepsakes,” Weasel said, opening his fingers to reveal a sizeable garnet. “It’s not like they belong to anyone now, is it?”

Paxy hissed in Nameless’s mind. A tremor ran along her haft, and he had to steady her with both hands.

“So, that’s what this volcano is called, is it?” Duck said, peering at the inscription on the statue. “Mount Seraph.”

“Fiery serpent, fiery serpent,” Stupid sang. The fool went off to look at the writing on the arch. “The Bitter Passage,” he said, translating the Old Dwarven.

“Sounds like fun,” Nameless said.

“Fun, my bollocks,” Grok added.

Kal was wandering from statue to statue, squinting at the inscriptions. “Who are they?” he asked no one in particular.

“Lords of Arnoch, at a guess,” Nameless said. “Probably held dominion over the volcano. Reckon this must have been an important place for the economy of Arnoch, not to mention the natural resources. It’s what we were trying to do at Mount Sartis.”

“Shogging goblins,” Grok muttered.

Nameless raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t have thought you’d have had any interest in industrial projects.”

“Curse ’em for a bunch of green-blooded, pointy-eared sons of shog. Lost a bleedin’ fortune on investments ’cause of ’em, I did. It’s what turned me to crime.”

“Yes, well,” Kal said, “and now you’ve learned that crime doesn’t pay.”

“Shogging does.” Grok grinned. “Don’t regret one iota of what I’ve done.”

Kal swallowed and looked away.

Nameless frowned and then shrugged. So what if Grok was an unrepentant psychopath? At least he could fight, and right now, that was all that mattered.

Cordy stepped into the chamber and looked around, blinking. Old Moary was carried in behind her on a stretcher, and beyond, in the corridor, a column of dwarves wound back out of sight.

“Time’s up,” Cordy said. “We need to keep moving.”

Nameless gestured toward the opposing arch. “It’s a bitter passage we have to take,” he said.

“Don’t care if it’s the road to the Abyss,” Cordy said. “It’s gotta be better than facing those feeders.”

“Hey!” Kal yelled. “Leave them alone.”

Weasel was surreptitiously prizing another gemstone from a statue. He started and stepped away, hands raised.

Paxy writhed in Nameless’s grasp. It was all he could do to hang onto her. “I won’t tell you again, laddie.”

“All right, all right,” Weasel said. “Keep your beard on. For shog’s sake, a bloke can’t even make a dishonest living these days. What’s the world coming to?”

“Need to…” Old Moary rasped from his stretcher. “Need to keep discipline.”

Nameless stepped closer and leaned in, the better to hear.

“I know… it’s not fashionable,” Old Moary said. “But times like these call… for tough measures.”

“Don’t worry, Councilor,” Nameless said. “Any more looting, and I’ll cut his hands off.”

He was joking, but Weasel didn’t look so sure. The color left his face and he put his hands in his pockets and sidled away, whistling.

Hanging would be better, Paxy said.

“Now, now,” Nameless whispered. “Let’s not be too harsh, lassie.”

Images of the black axe, and what it had made him do, sprang to mind. Gods of Arnoch, he hoped Paxy wasn’t going the same way. She couldn’t be, could she? After all, she was from the Supernal Realm, whereas the false Pax Nanorum had been forged in the Abyss.

It dishonors their memory, she said. King Arios would not have stood for this kind of sacrilege.

“Funny,” Nameless said, “he seemed all right to me.”

Death mellowed him, Paxy said. Believe me, these people have got a long way to go before they can rival the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch. They lack courage, might, and pride.

“Can’t argue with that,” was Nameless’s initial thought, but then he recalled Cairn’s self-sacrifice, Targ’s desperate last moments. He thought back to the Seven facing off against Blightey’s horde at the entrance tunnel. They might not quite be the dwarf lords of legend yet, but they showed a lot of potential.

It wasn’t surprising a race that had hidden away for so long lacked courage. That said, maybe it took a different sort of courage to keep out of the affairs of the world above in order to avoid the mistakes of the past. If the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch had been anything like the ancestors of the dwarves of Arx Gravis, those who’d lived at the time of Maldark the Fallen, maybe they were too cocksure for their own good. Thing was, pride wasn’t necessarily something to boast about.

I sense him, Paxy said, a note of distress reverberating around Nameless’s mind. He’s entered the forge.

“Blightey?” Nameless asked.

The Ebon Staff.

“I’m more concerned about the Lich Lord,” Nameless said, remembering the losses his friends had suffered in Verusia. “What about Nils?”

I don’t know. I only feel my brother’s evil. He wants me, Nameless. Please don’t let him take me.

“You’ll be all right with me, lassie.” Nameless gave her a reassuring pat on the haft. “When I get my hands on that shogger, I’ll snap him in half over my knee.”

Paxy shivered and went silent.

Nameless shrugged. Maybe she was right to be afraid. When he gave sway to the dark, he was petrified of running into Blightey again. There was something about the Lich Lord, something about his cruelty, his persistence, that unnerved him.

“Snap that shogging staff in two, I will,” Nameless said. “And then I’ll shove one part up each of Blightey’s nostrils. I was going to say something else, but I’m not sure he wouldn’t enjoy that.”

“Let’s move it,” Cordy said. “There’s a lot of people back here.”

Nameless couldn’t tell if she was angry with him for threatening to cut Weasel’s hands off, or disappointed he hadn’t done it. Something had gotten into her, that’s for sure. Maybe just the strain of leading, or perhaps embarrassment about what had happened earlier.

“Lassie?” he said.

“Later.”

Nameless nodded, and headed for the Bitter Passage with a new heaviness settling about his shoulders.
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“The Pear of Anguish!”

Blightey plucked a metallic fruit from the air and held it before Nils’s face. Its stalk was a key, which Blightey turned, and the sides of the pear opened with agonizing slowness, like the petals of a flower.

It weren’t fair. Weren’t fair at all. Just because he couldn’t get through the door, he had to take it out on Nils. It was the same as being at home.

“Stretches the orifice until something eventually gives,” Blightey said, leaning in to examine Nils’s teeth. “Now, which opening do we use?” His eyes ran down Nils’s torso until they reached the groin, and then he turned Nils around. “Decisions, decisions.”

I can open the door, the Ebon Staff said. It wasn’t quite a sound, Nils figured. It seemed to come from between his ears, and had the quality of a loud thought.

“Did I ask for your opinion?” Blightey said. “Now, you,” he said to Nils. “Take your britches down.”

Nils fumbled with his belt buckle. His hands were shaking so much he couldn’t unfasten it. Blightey let out a sigh like a spitting serpent.

“W-w-why?” Nils blurted out.

“Because I can,” Blightey said, tapping his foot on the ash-strewn floor.

“I m-m-mean the dwarves. Why do you hate the dwarves?”

Blightey inclined his head to one side and furrowed his brow. “Hate? Hate the dwarves? I’m not sure that’s quite the word I would use. Hatred has such a close connection to love that I can’t see how you could conceivably think I hate them.”

“You’re trying to kill them, ain’t you?”

Blightey held up a slender finger. “There is no such word as ‘ain’t’, boy. Have you got that?” He emphasized each word with a sharp rap on Nils’s head.

“Well?” Nils persisted.

“Does the spider hate the fly, or the shark the fish? Does a hurricane despise the town it levels, or lightning loathe the blasted tree?”

Nils edged away an inch, desperately racking his brains for something to keep Blightey talking. Maybe he’d forget about that pear thing, switch his attention back to the task in hand.

“Yeah, but it’s personal, ain’t… isn’t it? You said you’d come across Nameless before.”

Blightey’s eyes narrowed to smoldering slits. “He and his companions were an annoyance, an inconvenience. More of an inconvenience than I’ve suffered in an aeon. Fate was indeed cruel to him to place him in my clutches the instant I returned from the Void. I like to think of it as cosmic justice, or perhaps even a joke.

“But sometimes, revenge needs to go beyond the individual. Sometimes, it needs to be extended to friends and family. Sometimes, even an entire race.

“Now, tell me, young Nils, have you ever been burned at the stake?”

Nils shook his head.

“Not many people have,” Blightey said with the barest hint of a smile. “Let me tell you, it is not the most edifying experience. The flesh melts like candle wax, and the fat brings the flames to an unimaginable heat. Cartilage, ligaments, muscles… even bones are reduced to simmering sludge.

“In my case, the only thing that survived was my skull. The rest of me would have been invulnerable, too, with a little more time, but back then, my vulnerability was pretty much every other part of me.

“My skull was shut in a scarolite casket and hurled into the Abyss by one of the Supernal Father’s first born—the Archon. I guess that’s why the Ebon Staff and I get along so swimmingly. We agree that the Supernal Father and his offspring are the sort of megalomaniac despots the universe could well do without.

“A thousand years it took, before some bumbling demon opened the casket. I took its body and fortified it with a suit of magical armor stolen from the Cynocephalus.

“You may have noticed, Nils, that I am a planner. I plan for every eventuality, but have you any idea how boring it was waiting by the banks of the black river for untold centuries while my plans reached maturation? Besides terrorizing the locals, who were glad to see the back of me, I spent the time writing my autohagiography.”

“Your what?” Nils asked.

The air about Blightey’s hand shimmered, and the Pear of Anguish vanished.

“The story of my life. The title is somewhat ironic, though not without a shadow of truth. As you can imagine, it is a huge volume. When you have lived as long as I have, there are many recollections. Some of them are hard to retrieve. My organic memory decayed millennia ago, but it’s all there somewhere.” He made an expansive gesture. “If you know where to look. Much of it is in my grimoire, encoded in glyphs. I’m told it’s a good read, but the only problem is, everyone who’s read it has subsequently perished. Can’t have this sort of knowledge in the public domain, now, can we? Have a look at it, when you get the chance.” He started to rummage in Silas’s satchel.

Nils felt sick to the stomach at the thought of what he might learn from that vile book, and of what Blightey might do to him once he’d finished it. “Maybe not right now,” he said. “My reading’s not that good. Silas was learning me.”

“Yes,” Blightey said, letting the satchel fall back by his side. “Yes, I know. Now, where was I?”

For a heart-stopping moment, Nils thought Blightey was about to recall the pear.

“Scarolite,” the Lich Lord said. “Not only was I trapped in a casket made from that blasted ore, but when I first encountered your Nameless Dwarf, he wore a helm fashioned from the stuff. It made him… resilient. And now,” he said, turning his ire toward the door, “I am thwarted once more by this odious substance from the bowels of Gehenna.”

I said I can open it, the staff said. I can get us through the door.

“Well, aren’t we the cocky one?” Blightey said. “Show me.”

He released the staff, but it did not fall. It hung momentarily in midair and then sinuous roots sprouted from its base, sticking themselves to the floor with some sort of brownish resin. Tendrils burst from its shaft and probed at the edges of the door, squeezing through the hairline gaps. The main body of the staff rippled, and the tendrils pulsated, swelling to twice their thickness.

The door groaned, and rock dust showered down. The tendrils swelled again, and this time, the wall around the door started to crumble, until finally, with a grinding crunch, the whole door came away and crashed to the floor. 

Two sparking cables flopped out of the cavity above the entrance, hissing and writhing for a moment before going still.

“Smart arse,” Blightey said, snatching the staff back up as the tendrils and roots retracted. “Yes, dwarves…” The Lich Lord leaned on the staff and peered into the corridor outside. “Call it a vendetta, if you like, and there may be some truth in that, but I prefer to think of it as a hobby, and right now it’s becoming a rather tiresome one.”
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Nameless led the way along a meandering corridor flanked by solid oak doors that opened up onto living quarters, a dining hall, some kind of meeting room with a long table and high-backed chairs, and a store room with nothing but rats’ droppings on the shelves and rusty meat hooks suspended from the ceiling. Tempting as it was to explore, he permitted nothing more than a cursory glance through each door. They had to keep moving and pray, if not for escape, then at least for a stronger defensive position, preferably one with options for falling back if things got desperate. Problem was, most of the dwarves still lacked weapons or the balls to fight. Jaym’s baresarks might hold the feeders for a while in the narrow corridors, but once that line of defense was overrun, there was no hope for the rest.

A commotion behind brought him to a halt. He caught himself gripping and releasing Paxy’s haft as he bit his lip and glared.

Apparently, Weasel had been caught sneaking into one of the chambers and had to be dragged out by Kal to face Cordy’s wrath. Nameless didn’t envy the rogue, but Paxy fulminated so much, he started to wonder how a dwarf could get a divorce from a sentient axe. That said, it looked like she wasn’t alone in her demands for swift and severe punishment for Weasel’s opportunism. Even Old Moary on his stretcher didn’t quite say no when execution was mooted. 

Things were dire indeed for the dwarves to advocate such decisive action. Cordy just looked like she wanted to slap Weasel, but in the end it was Jaym trudging up from the back who resolved the matter by taking Weasel under his wing and guaranteeing his good behavior.

When they set off again, Stupid was never far behind Nameless. He muttered almost continuously, studying his map and biting his fingernails. When Nameless asked him what was up, the fool just raised an eyebrow and scratched his head.

“Is there something you’re not telling me, laddie?” Nameless asked.

“What’s to tell?” Stupid said, holding the map up to cover his face.

After an hour or so, the worked masonry gave way once more to natural rock, and the two of them followed the tunnel into a vast flooded cavern.

A stone jetty had been constructed close to the entrance, and three flat-bottomed barges were moored alongside it. Dark water lapped rhythmically against the bows, and here and there, the surface rippled and bubbled.

Duck was next to arrive, and as usual Grok was right on his tail.

“Not the sort of thing you’d expect to find beneath a volcano,” Duck said.

“We have passed beyond the roots of Mount Seraph,” Stupid said, sounding strangely sober for a change.

Nameless took a closer look at the barges. At best, they could take a couple of dozen dwarves each. He peered across the water, to where a similar jetty waited perhaps a hundred yards off.

“Quicker to swim,” Grok grumbled. “Shogging hate boats.”

“Not as much as I hate swimming, laddie,” Nameless said, his gut clenching as he recalled almost drowning at the serpent’s lake, the monstrous creature coming up at his fruits. That was no way for a dwarf to go.

“What’s the hold up?” Cordy said, entering the cavern with Kal in tow.

Nameless raised an eyebrow, and Kal caught the look.

“Oh, I see,” Cordy said. “Do they have oars?”

“Punts,” Nameless said, nodding to the long poles stashed on board the barges.

“Well, come on, then,” Cordy said, turning back to the crowd clogging up the opening. “Let’s get going.”

“Orderly, now,” Kal called, and then rolled his eyes at Nameless. “They’re impossible. Completely hopeless.”

“They are the future, laddie,” Nameless said. “Looks like you’ve got one eye set on that.” He indicated Cordy with a nod.

“Just doing my duty,” Kal said. “Don’t want to lose her now. She’s the only one talking sense. Present company excepted,” he quickly added.

“Good lad.” Nameless clapped him on the shoulder. “Good lad.”

Somebody down the far end of the tunnel cried out, “Hurry, they’ll be nipping at our heels in a minute!”

“Get a move on!” someone else shouted.

Those at the front stumbled into the cave as the panicked dwarves at the back tried to shove their way forward.

“Stay calm,” Cordy called out. “The baresarks will protect you. There’s plenty of time.”

“Shog that!” someone cried to a grumbled chorus of assent.

“Shogging baresarks,” another voice said—it sounded very much like Nip Garnil—“what are they gonna do if those things come running?”

There was a concerted heave, and a couple of dwarves at the front fell, the ones behind stepping over them. The cave filled with frantic people all yelling and gesturing at the barges. The cannon from the forge was dragged through the entrance and discarded like a piece of unwanted junk.

“What we gonna do now?”

“I ain’t getting in no boat!”

“There ain’t no time,” an old graybeard yelled. He shambled toward the water, stripping down to his loincloth. “Swim for it!”

With an almighty splash, he launched himself from the jetty and disappeared beneath the inky water.

Others were already disrobing, slinging their clothes on the cavern floor. The old dwarf broke the surface and started forward with strong strokes, but suddenly the water around him came alive with froth and bubbles. He screamed, and blood sprayed from his kicking legs. He thrashed about wildly, spluttering, desperate to keep his head above water.

Dozens of silvery shapes leapt above the surface, latching onto his arms and face. The dwarf rolled onto his back, but his torso was a writhing mound of viciously biting fish. One of his legs was already stripped to the bone. His struggles grew weaker and weaker until, barely more than a flayed cadaver, he sank beneath the water.

“Shog,” Nameless muttered.

Those who’d been ready to swim gathered up their clothes and started to put them back on, pale-faced and trembling.

“What do we do now?” someone asked.

Cordy looked like a volcano about to erupt. “Use the boats, idiot, and from now on, everybody do as you’re shogging well told.”
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Nils was gobsmacked. For a second, he thought he’d stepped into one of the heavenly halls of Araboth, so brilliant were the many-colored lights bouncing off walls of cut crystal. But then he remembered who he was with and realized that couldn’t be possible. For all his charm and power, Nils couldn’t imagine Blightey bluffing his way into paradise. Not a chance. Nor would the feeders have been there, prowling around in packs, tasting the air before the statues of dwarves that were dotted about the place.

Over the other side, there was an arch with some kind of writing on the keystone. Looked like Ancient Urddynoorian, of the sort Nils had been trying to study in the Liber Via. Buggered if he knew what it said, though.

It seemed as though Blightey were privy to his thoughts when he read aloud, “The Bitter Passage. I wonder what’s so bitter about it.”

“You mean you don’t know?” Nils asked. “Thought you knew everything.”

“Not quite,” Blightey answered, casting a scowl around the chamber. “That would just add to the tedium.” He feigned a yawn and turned his fiery eyes on Nils. “What do you think?” He swept out the Ebon Staff to take in the room.

“It’s…” Nils turned a slow circle, trying to find the right word. “Beautiful.”

Blightey rapped the staff three times against the crystalline floor, and in response, a blanket of steaming shit coated everything in the room, clinging to the statues, caking the walls, and dripping in globs from the ceiling.

“And now?” the Lich Lord asked.

Nils bit his tongue. Anger rose like lava in his veins, but at the same time, he felt the inexplicable need to cry. He weren’t gonna let Blightey see that, though, so he gave a casual shrug and walked to the archway.

“Nils.” Blightey said, leaning on the staff and leering.

“What?”

The silver sphere about Nils flickered.

“Just a gossamer shield between life and death. Try not to forget.”

Nils swallowed and lowered his eyes.

“Good,” Blightey said. “Then proceed. The feeders are hungry, and Ain only knows how much longer I can keep them from such youthful flesh.”
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Nameless had lost count of how many times the barges had gone back and forth across the lake, packed to the brim with dwarves. He leaned against the cannon, which Cordy had ordered aimed toward the entrance, in case the feeders came before they were all safely over the water.

Grok checked and re-checked the barrel, down which he’d shoved one of the incendiary balls. He kept studying the fuse, too, running it between thumb and forefinger; kept striking a spark from his flint and steel. He was so bloodied and battle-scarred, he looked like a mutilated corpse, and the effect wasn’t lessened any by the frenzied glow in his eyes.

Duck hovered at his shoulder, shield and mace at the ready. He had a grim set to his face, and had developed a nervous chew. He shot a look back at the boats to see how close they were to getting away.

The last of Jaym’s baresarks were embarking, when a shriek echoed down the tunnel.

Nameless jumped to attention, fingering Paxy’s haft. Duck came alongside him scraping his flanged mace head against the rim of his shield.

“Do I light it now?” Grok said, eyes flicking from Nameless to Duck. He produced another spark and held the end of the fuse over it.

“Wait,” Nameless said, raising a hand.

The baresarks were all on board, and the barges freed from their moorings. 

“Get going,” Nameless called. “Don’t wait for us.”

Duck cocked an eyebrow at him. “If you’re suggesting we swim…”

“Believe me, laddie, I’m not.”

Two of the boats were pushed away from the jetty with the long poles. Jaym stood at the stern of the third craft, watching the tunnel intently.

“I’ll give you as long as I can,” the baresark said.

Nameless nodded his thanks.

The first feeder bounded round the corner on all fours.

“Wait for it!” Nameless barked, and hurled Paxy. The axe spun blades over haft and ripped the head from the creature’s shoulders.

Duck stepped in front, bringing his shield to bear as two more feeders launched themselves at him. Both collided with the iron and fell back. He brained one, and the returning Axe of the Dwarf Lords sliced straight through the other.

“Better start moving!” Jaym yelled.

Nameless stole a look, and saw the baresark had started poling the barge away from the jetty.

“Come on,” he said to the others. “Let’s go.”

“Shog off,” Grok said. “I ain’t going till this baby gets to shoot her load.”

“Don’t you think you’re mixing metaphors, laddie?” Nameless asked, then shook his head to keep focus.

“You two sling your hooks,” Grok said. “I’ll be right up your asses.”

“Uhm…” Nameless started, but knew any retort of his would be lost in the heat of the moment. “Never mind, laddie. Just don’t do anything stupid.”

Duck backed away toward the jetty, shield up and mace clutched tightly in a white-knuckled fist.

Nameless flung Paxy twice more, scoring both times, but then the tunnel was filled with a swelling mass of teeth and claws rolling toward them like a landslide.

“Come to Papa, you ugly shoggers,” Grok growled as he lit the fuse.

The feeders spilled over the cannon, but in that instant, there was an ear-shattering blast that tore through them in a torrent of smoke and flame.

Fleshy shrapnel splattered the walls and ceiling—limbs, heads, chunks of meat. The cannon’s roar reverberated down the tunnel, and as the sooty cloud cleared, it seemed the floor had been flooded by a river as black as that flowing through the heart of the Abyss.

Nameless’s ears rung from the concussive blast, and he teetered, off-balance.

Duck was crouched down behind his shield, shaking his head and blinking ten to the dozen.

Grok was splayed out on his back a couple of yards from the cannon. His fingers twitched reflexively, but his skin was as charred as an over-roasted pig.

“Did I get ’em,” he croaked, head lolling to the side.

“Yeah, Grok,” Duck said, “you got ’em good.”

Blood drooled from Grok’s mouth as he smiled. “Got myself, too, I reckon. Knew I should have stood further back.”

Duck got to his feet and started toward him. “No, you’ll be all right, mate. Just need to—”

More feeders swept from the tunnel mouth, screeching and snarling. Some stopped to scrape through the remains of their predecessors, but the others turned their oversized maws toward Grok. They pounced on him, ripping and rending.

Nameless stumbled forward but Duck got in his way.

“It’s too late,” he said, half-pushing half-dragging Nameless to the jetty.

Grok’s screams were one part pain, one part rage. Blood sprayed in great jets, most of it black, as he rammed his blade repeatedly into first one feeder then another.

All Nameless could see was a hand clutching the dagger in a hammer grip, stabbing, stabbing, stabbing. And then it went flaccid, moments before it, too, was consumed in the sickening gorge-fest.

Nameless turned, running for the end of the jetty. Behind him the feeders sensed their prey escaping and charged, dozens upon dozens of frenzied demons intent on only one thing.

Duck dived, landing atop his shield on the parting barge. Jaym dragged him aside and beckoned to Nameless.

“Jump!” the baresark yelled.

Fetid breath hit Nameless from behind. His heart lurched as he sprinted the last few steps and leapt for the barge. He hit the deck hard and rolled, white-hot pain lancing through his shoulder. Paxy went flying but drew up in midair before she fell into the water.

Jaym’s strong hands helped Nameless to his feet, and the axe returned to his grasp, sending healing pulses through his joints.

“Shog, that was close,” Duck said. “Poor ol’ Grok.”

Nameless grunted his agreement and turned his eyes to the shore.

Hundreds of feeders were packed in between the tunnel and the jetty, howling their fury. A passage opened between them to admit a silver sphere, within which Nils walked, ashen-faced and haunted. Beside him was the Lich Lord, holding aloft the Ebon Staff.

All pain swiftly forgotten, Nameless drew back Paxy for a throw, but she almost physically wilted in his grip.

Waves of purplish darkness rolled from the tip of Blightey’s staff, separating into questing fingers of nauseating malevolence.

Nameless recoiled, holding Paxy before him.

Duck and Jaym backed away into the press of dwarves upon the deck. 

Gasps of horror echoed across the water at the approach of this nebulous evil.

Flee! Paxy screamed in Nameless’s mind. It is my brother. Flee!

“Get a hold of yourself, lassie,” Nameless said, but his lips were dry, and his voice little more than a grating whisper.

Tremors ran down Paxy’s haft, and Nameless felt his legs shaking, his knees knocking together. He tried to cast her to the deck, but she clung to his hand as if welded there.

The strands of darkness inched closer to her blades, and Nameless could only watch, stricken like a startled rabbit.

Jaym roared, a torrent of curses spewing from his throat.

The sound startled Nameless enough for him to look away from the eldritch vapors.

The baresark was foaming at the mouth and taking one leaden step after another toward the threat. He shoved Nameless aside and roared again.

As if the spell had been broken, Nameless whirled around and snatched a costrel from one of the terrified dwarves. He unstoppered it, threw his head back, and swallowed a neckful of fiery brew.

“Gods of shogging Arnoch,” he bellowed, spinning to confront the magic. “Old Frufty’s Chili Moonshine!”

Paxy’s blades flashed golden, and Nameless had to avert his eyes. When he looked back, the vapors had gone, but Paxy was a dead weight, trembling in his hand.

Blightey raised the Ebon Staff again. Black lighting sparked along its length.

With a flash of silver, Nils was suddenly between him and the fleeing barges.

“Keep going!” the lad cried. “Keep going and never stop!”

Feeders began throwing themselves into the water, splashing in pursuit. One went under in a chaos of bubbles and gore, and then silvery fish leapt from the water in shoals, nipping at gray flesh and paring it to the bone.

At first, the feeders stalled under the attack, but then more jumped in from the shore, ducking their heads beneath the water and rearing back with fishtails dangling from their mouths. Bestial cries of triumph echoed around the cavern, and soon the receding shore was lost behind a spray of froth and black blood and the thrashing of a hundred limbs.







NILS







“Oops,” Blightey said, as the silver sphere winked out of existence.

He grabbed Nils by the scruff of the neck and held him above the water lapping at the edge of the jetty.

Feeders were splashing like fury after the fleeing barges, and thousands of silver fish flung themselves out of the water to devour them.

One came at Nils’s boot, but he kicked it away. Instantly, scores of them were launching themselves at him, and he twirled and thrashed about with his arms and legs to keep them off.

A feeder took the opportunity to take a bite at him, but before its jaws could find their mark, Blightey whipped him out of reach and slung him onto the jetty.

Nils tried to scoot away, but that only took him closer to the fish and the feeders.

He started at the slosh of a feeder climbing out of the water, drenching the decks. Blightey waited until it was crouching close, ready to rip Nils to ribbons, before he raised the silver sphere, and the creature was jolted back into the fray with a shriek and a splash.

Nils had a job keeping his bowels from opening against his will. His cheeks were quivering, and his heart was a rapid flap-flap-flap in his chest.

The flesh melted away from Blightey’s face until just the skull remained, eyes as crimson as the setting of the twin suns. They were the eyes of a predator hungering for something more than flesh.

Nils choked on his fear, unable to move a muscle. He was as helpless as a newborn babe. He had a vision of being lost in the woods at night, with some monstrous wolf circling him just out of sight. He could almost hear its howls, smell the rancid blast of its breath.

“No,” he mumbled with trembling lips. “No, no, no.”

The silver sphere reappeared, and Blightey bent down until his clacking jaws were inches from Nils’s face. Blurry in the background, the Lich Lord’s fingers clenched and unclenched, as though he were on the brink of a terrible decision: to kill or not to kill, or perhaps it was something far, far worse he was contemplating.

The tide of feeders flowed past them, an army of unstoppable hunger. 

Blightey pulled back to watch their progress, and Nils finally remembered to breathe, but he still felt compelled to crane his neck so he could see the carnage in the water.

Half-eaten corpses bobbed on the surface, silver fish still nipping at the flesh. Shog only knew how many feeders had sunk to the bottom, nothing more than stripped bones. Pockets of them still ducked beneath the water, coming up with mouths full of fish, but what was really disturbing was how they showed no sign of stopping. More and more of the things leapt into the water, trampling over the floating corpses, slipping and falling. Each wave made it further and further across the lake, using their own fallen as rafts and stepping stones. They were dying by the hundreds, but nothing was going to stop them from feasting on the occupants of the fleeing barges.

The dwarves had reached the far shore and were already disembarking. Even with his eyesight, Nils couldn’t see Nameless, but he knew he must’ve made it. Had to have, otherwise what was the point? Where was the hope?

“One for every dwarf,” Blightey said, watching the battle of the flesh-eaters like he was hardly even curious. “That’s all we’ll have left after this crossing.” 

He shrugged and turned back to the passageway from which the feeders had been pouring. Their entry had slowed to a trickle, and then even that died.

“Five hundred, at best, but certainly no more. Inefficient, in the end, but terrific fun, don’t you think?”

Nils started to sit up, but Blightey’s skull-face was in his with impossible speed. Nils’s breath caught in his throat, and he felt the need to cough lest his chest exploded.

“Decision time,” Blightey said.

His eyes flashed, and Nils felt something within dissolve under their probing stare. What it was, he couldn’t say. A piece of his soul perhaps, his hope, his courage.

“I intend to finish this myself,” the Lich Lord said. “The feeders are nothing but an aperitif, a whetting of the appetite. When you walk in eternity, there’s nothing quite like delayed gratification. But what of you? Has the hunt taught you anything? Are you ready to commit to my tutelage and all that would entail?”

“D-d-don’t know what that means?” Nils said. “T-t-tute… Don’t know what it means.”

“Yes or no,” Blightey snapped. “That is all I want to hear. Your life, your entire being, pledged to my service. I will teach you everything. Everything.” 

He stood back, placing a hand each side of his skull.

“The things I have seen, the power I have accrued… I would share it. You could be like a god.”

Until you thought I knew too much and shoved a spike up my arse, Nils thought. Yeah, right, that sounds so tempting.

Blightey’s glare was unrelenting, and Nils felt himself shaking with the enormity of the choice.

“Yes or no?” Blightey said again. “Total commitment. Total—”

“Yes!” Nils screamed. “Yes, I will service you—”

“Serve,” Blightey corrected with a dry cackle.

Nils didn’t get it. He felt heat coursing through his cheeks. He knew he’d done wrong, knew he’d been a coward. He should have taken whatever was coming, taken it like a man. All this time with Nameless, and he was still Buck Fargin’s turncoat son. Same old Nils. Same pathetic, yellow, lily-livered, save his own arse Nils, just like he’d been with the Ant-Man. Just like he’d accused Ilesa of being. Just like poor old Silas.

A feeder stepped around his protective silver sphere, staring right into his eyes for a long moment before loping to the edge of the jetty. He must’ve been seeing things. Must’ve gone crazy with fear. He could have sworn the thing gave a roll of its hips before springing deftly onto the floating corpse of one of its kin and then, before plunging into the water, hopping to the next and the next. Shogging things sure did learn fast, he thought, and this one was the quickest learner of the lot.

Blightey was still watching him. Finally the Lich Lord nodded and held out the tip of the Ebon Staff.

Nils felt repelled by the thought of its violating touch, but he knew the time for resistance had passed. He curled his fingers around the shaft, sickened by the malice creeping beneath his skin, but he held on as Blightey used it to pull him to his feet. It felt like a colony of termites had infested his veins.

“Welcome,” Blightey said, “to my family. It is a very select circle, one which demands absolute trust. You must be utterly transparent at all times, and if you think to deceive me, remember how exposed you are. I know your thoughts, Nils. I know your feelings.”

Nils gulped and nodded, but when he tried to release the staff, it once more clung to his hand. Blightey took his other hand and guided it to the twisted black wood.

“There’s something I want you to do for me, Nils,” he said, even as the shadowy disk reappeared beneath their feet. “I want you to be the one to bring our little chase to an end. Are you game?”

Nils didn’t reckon he had much choice. With the weight of a mountain forcing him down into the depths of the Abyss, he broke away from Blightey’s glare and looked mournfully across the lake, to where the last of the dwarves were passing from view.

“What do you want me to do?”







NAMELESS







Ten minutes out from the flooded cavern, the tunnel forked. The stone was rough and blistered from where a passage had been melted by the lava. There were still signs of dwarven activity: a scarolite roundel here and there to divert the magma flow, and sections of wall that had been chiseled back to prepare for fronting with intricate stonework or plaster. It looked like the dwarves of Arnoch had ventured through a vast network of tunnels until they’d emerged beneath the roots of Mount Seraph.

Nameless followed Stupid, who had his head buried in his map, mumbling and muttering to himself.

“Shog!” Stupid said as he walked into a wall—not for the first time. “My nonce, my nonce, my poor ol’ nonce.”

“If I’ve told you once,” Nameless playfully chided.

“I know, I know. Look where I’m going. If only it were so easy for a fool to learn new tricks.”

Cordy, who’d been trailing them at a sullen distance, came up alongside.

“What’s the problem?”

Behind her, Duck and Kal headed up the main body of refugees that trailed back as far as Nameless could see. Thankfully, the cavern lake had afforded them a greater lead over the feeders. Problem was, the people were already exhausted and, if the map was anything to go by, Arnoch was still miles away. They may as well have been trying to get to one of Aethir’s three moons. What choice did they have, though, other than to keep on moving? At least that way, they could hold on to the illusion of hope.

“Left or right?” Nameless asked, peering over Stupid’s shoulder.

The fool examined both sides of his map, turned it round and round, then jabbed a finger at a line drawing of a tangled knot of corridors that doubled back on themselves or terminated in dead ends. Beyond the jumble, there was empty space, and then the main artery resumed until it ended at a sketch of towers and minarets that must have been Arnoch.

“First rule of a labyrinth,” Stupid said. “Always turn left.”

Nameless cocked a look at Cordy. “Left it is, then.”

“But what if it’s the wrong way?” Cordy asked.

“Could be they’re both right.” Stupid fiddled with the bell on his hat. “Except for the one to the left, which isn’t wrong by virtue of it not being right, but nevertheless could be right, despite its direction.”

“Want to send out scouts?” Nameless said.

Cordy drew in her bottom lip and rubbed her beard. “No. Not enough time. We go left.”

Well, that was helpful, Paxy said.

“Shut up, lassie,” Nameless muttered.

“Eh?” Cordy said. “You talking to me?”

“Just thinking out loud.” Nameless tightened his grip on Paxy’s haft, like he meant to throttle her.

“Listen, Nameless,” Cordy said as Stupid started down the left-hand passage. “What happened back there, outside the forge…” She shot a warning look at Duck and Kal and then leaned closer to Nameless’s ear, keeping her voice down. “I don’t want you to think… I mean… Thumil and Marla…” There were no tears in her eyes, just deep frown lines etched into her forehead. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“No need, lassie. You’ve got nothing to explain to me.”

Nameless understood, or so he thought. It was the chase, the fear. It was only natural to seek comfort after such terror, but with everything that had happened back at Arx Gravis…

“Yes, I have,” she said. “I have everything to explain. What you have done for us, what you’re trying to do, is what the old you would have done. Somehow, that you was lost along with your name, but we never forgot, me and Thumil. We three were close. So close. You were family—”

“Yes, and then I murdered everyone. I know. I think about it all the time. The memory of it haunts every nook and cranny of this shogged-up mind.” Nameless rapped his knuckles against the side of his head. “But I don’t know what else to do about it. What do you want from me, Cordy? Should I just hurl myself in among those feeders? Should I cut my wrists? I would, you know, if it could bring them back. I would… I would.”

Cordy lashed out and grabbed a handful of his beard. “Now listen here, you self-pitying shogger. Don’t you say another word, you hear me? Don’t say a shogging word. Just you listen to me, Nameless Dwarf. Don’t you at least owe me that much?”

“Uh, people…” Stupid reappeared at the junction.

“Not now!” Nameless and Cordy shouted in unison.

Stupid held up a hand and bowed till his bell tinkled against the floor.

“Now listen,” Cordy said in a softer voice.

The passageway behind them was filling up with dwarves straining to see what lay ahead. Duck and Kal turned to them and bade them rest up a minute.

“You… are… my friend.” Cordy enunciated each word as if it burned her lips. She held up a finger to stop Nameless from speaking. “No. No. You are my friend, just like you were Thumil’s friend, just like you were to be Marla’s…” She choked on the mention of her daughter’s name but valiantly carried on. “Just like you were to be Marla’s soul-father. I hate you,” she said, taking him aback. “Gods of Arnoch, I shogging hate you for what you did. Oh, I understand it. I know it wasn’t you. I know it was that evil bastard axe, but I hate you for it nonetheless. But know this, Nameless Dwarf, I love you, too, like a brother. Maybe more, but that can never be. I wish… I wish I hadn’t… you know. But I couldn’t help it, same as you couldn’t with that black axe. Forgive me, and help me to forgive you.”

Nameless stared at her, jaw hanging slack, eyes welling with tears. He cleared his throat and stalled twice as he tried to speak. He reached out a tremulous hand and touched her lightly on the shoulder.

“Thank you, lassie.” Tears flowed freely and snot streamed into his mustache. “Gods, I wish Thumil were here, by my side. I need him now more than I ever did. I’m sorry, Cordy. I’m so, so sorry.”

She embraced him, pulling his head into her breast and allowing his sobs to drench her dress.

His body was racked with shudders, but the musty underground air felt suddenly crisp and quickening to Nameless. With every sob, weight sloughed from his shoulders, and he was filled with a searing purpose. This was not about him, not about his guilt and self-loathing. This was about the people he had almost destroyed. This was about making sure they survived and had the chance to flourish once again.

“I have been an ass, Cordy,” he said. “A stupid, maudlin, shogging ass.”

Cordy held him out at arm’s length, tears now running down her cheeks. When she smiled, it was with the warmth of one who knew him, really knew him deep down to the core. Gods, Thumil had been one lucky dwarf.

“You’ll get no argument from me there, you big musclebound oaf.”

“Musclebound?” Nameless rubbed his bicep and gave a little laugh.

“Save for that gut of yours.”

His hand went straight to his belly. “Gut? What gut?”

Cordy sniggered and shoved him toward Stupid. “Go on with you. We’ve got an entire race to save.”

Nameless gave a mock salute. “Shogging right there, lassie. Shogging right.”

Stupid grabbed him by the arm and led him into the left-hand passage and around a bend.

“Don’t want to worry you or nothing,” the fool said, “but…”

“Shog me,” Nameless cursed. “Gehenna.”

The walls were of polished scarolite, ridged in unsettling organic patterns that looked like they had been formed from black bones, slick with oil.

The passage wound away like a serpent, each twist and turn illuminated by the phosphorescent green flecks in the scarolite. Tributary tunnels joined the main one close to the ceiling, which was twenty feet above. Speckled disks of red and black marked the ground beneath their openings.

“I had no idea we were so deep.” Stupid spoke in a hushed whisper, his fingertips stroking the obsidian surface as if it were a long lost cat.

“We must go back,” Nameless said.

“Or not.” Stupid pointed up ahead.

An amber light winked at them from the far distance, grew momentarily larger, and then drifted off around a corner.

“Wait,” Nameless said as Stupid started after it.

“Too late. They know we are here. Maybe we can use this to our advantage.”

“Don’t see how,” Nameless grumbled, looking back over his shoulder at the sound of footsteps.

Cordy, Duck, and Kal gawped as they set eyes upon the alien corridor. The rest of the refugees were pressing close behind them.

“Word is the feeders have crossed the lake,” Cordy said. “Jaym’s boys say they heard their screeching. We don’t have much time.”

“We should try the right-hand tunnel,” Nameless said.

Cordy shook her head. “Choice has been made. Keep going.”

Hefting the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder, Nameless set off after Stupid with the others following a good twenty feet behind.

“Must say, laddie,” Nameless said, “you seem right at home here.”

Stupid snorted then cocked his head. “You know the perils, Nameless Dwarf. You’ve seen more of Gehenna than most.”

“Aye, laddie. Aye, I have, and I don’t cherish the thought of being back here.”

“Oh, the black axe was far, far from here,” Stupid said. “You would have entered from Malkuth.”

“Aye, through the portal beneath the Sanguis Terrae in Arx Gravis.”

The amber light led them like a will-o’-the wisp on a downward gradient until the passageway became a path jutting out over an abyss.

They had reached the edge of a chasm crisscrossed with scarolite walkways that spanned the void like a spider’s web on every conceivable plane. Deep, deep below in the inky darkness, reddish lights, dotted about like stars in the night sky, gave off a misty glow. There were hundreds upon hundreds of them, as far as the eye could see.

“A homunculus city,” Stupid said with no glee in his voice.

“All we need.”

“Keep going?”

“Keep going, laddie. We’ve come too far to turn back now, and those feeders are right on our arses.”

As they stepped out over the void, cramps took hold of Nameless’s stomach. It wasn’t the height or the precariousness of their path—Arx Gravis had walkways of its own spanning the ravine that housed it—but rather it was a sense of wrongness. Nothing he could put his finger on, just an eerie topsy-turvy sensation that made it seem like the world had been inside-outed in some intangible way.

The amber light winked three times and then vanished.

“Hmm,” Stupid said. “Will you come into my parlor said the spider to the fly?”

“What’s that?” Nameless said.

“Nothing. Just an old poem from another place, another time.”

Nameless frowned. “Are you really an idiot, or do you know more than you’re letting on?”

“A bit of both,” Stupid said. “But mostly the former.”

“Well, just stay on the same level,” Nameless said, casting a glance at the walkways above and below, “and keep going straight. Last thing we want is to lose our bearings.”

“My bearings aren’t for losing,” Stupid said with a glint of mischief in his eyes. Either that, or it was just the reflection from the light-giving green flecks in the scarolite.

The survivors of Arx Gravis followed them onto the walkway like a column of ants, trailing away into the darkness.

Nameless guessed that was a good thing. If worst came to worst, they could follow the line back like a ball of twine to find their way out, although he was starting to get the feeling that the chasm was without bounds, whereas what was left of the dwarves didn’t make for a lot of thread.

They processed in hushed awe across the yawning abyss until it seemed they were suspended on slender veins of glowing green, so black was the rest of the scarolite. The dotted red lights of the city below cast only a selfish glow that did not reach the spanning walkways. The expanse seemed unnatural, as endless as space. Mutters abounded about the wrongness of the place, and the aura of dread rising from the dwarves was palpable.

Nameless felt the objections of his Aethir-bred mind to Gehenna’s obstinacy in the face of nature. The echoing march of his people reverberating away into the depths gave time to the thumping of his heart. He kept his breaths long and slow. The hairs at the nape of his neck prickled, and a crawling sensation crept beneath his skin.

And then they came, three homunculi floating silently up from the city on silver disks. They were shorter than dwarves, with gray skin and beady eyes that sparkled beneath craggy brows. There were two men and a woman, all dressed in shimmering tunics that rippled with changing colors and textures. One sported long hair, braided at the neck; the other male wore a tricorn hat, and the woman was perfectly bald, with a glittering red star etched into her forehead.

“Dwarves in Gehenna, brother?” the woman said to Stupid. “Is their purpose to conquer, or something else?” She hopped off her disk and circled Nameless, sniffing. “Tainted blood. Hybrids. These are Sektis Gandaw’s creations.”

“Meldings, I’ll grant you,” Stupid said.

The air about him warped and buckled, his features dissolving, his height diminishing. Where once the dwarf fool had stood, there was now an olive-skinned homunculus with hair twisted into gray dreadlocks.

“Abednago,” Nameless said, taking a step back. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Abednago?” the female homunculus said. “The Seditionist?”

Her hand flew to a holster at her hip and came up with a silver-barreled weapon. It reminded Nameless of Shadrak’s pistols.

The weapon began to whir, and sparks danced along its length.

“Wait!” Abednago cried, holding up his hands. “We are fleeing the Lich Lord.”

“Blightey?” The woman narrowed her eyes. She raised the weapon and discharged a stream of blue fire toward the ceiling. It struck a walkway and was absorbed by the scarolite.

The male in the tricorn floated alongside on his disk. “What does he want with you?”

“And why have you brought him here?” the other male asked, rising above Nameless and Abednago.

Duck and Kal joined them, Cordy just behind.

The rest of the dwarves had stopped moving and were murmuring and pointing as hundreds more silver disks drifted up from below.

“Nameless?” Kal said. “What do we do?”

Nameless shushed him with a hand and focused on Abednago. Had the homunculus known where he was leading them, or was he as lost beneath the mountains as everyone else?

“We seek the way to Arnoch,” Abednago said. “Do not oppose us in this. We have a common enemy and very little time.”

“How little?” the woman said.

“Nameless,” Cordy said, casting worried looks back over the waiting dwarves. “We must keep moving.”

“Minutes,” Abednago said. “You must let us pass. Our feud can be resumed once Blightey is thwarted.”

“Thwarted?” the homunculus in the tricorn said. “He once terrorized the Cynocephalus and waded through the black river to escape the Abyss. How do you think an upstart of the Sedition can thwart him?”

Nameless raised an eyebrow.

“We need to go,” Cordy insisted.

Nameless slapped Abednago so hard on the shoulder that the homunculus nearly stumbled from the walkway. “The Sedition, eh? Good on you, laddie. You’re not so stupid after all.”

Abednago gave him a vinegary look. “Funny. Very funny. Will you aid us?” he said to the woman. “You have my word it will go down well with the Sedition.”

“What’s a word worth between homunculi?” she replied. “I’ll give you mine in return.”

“Oh,” Abednago said. “If you must.”

“There are many paths to Arnoch,” she said, indicating the web of walkways, “and many that lead where you would not wish to go. The swiftest route takes you to the Bridge of Lost Souls. The wisp will lead you.”

The amber light once more flickered into life and hovered above an intersection.

“And Blightey?” Abednago asked. “What will you do?”

“He is a lich, when all’s said and done,” the woman said. “He’ll not risk himself against the city, and we would be ill-advised to start on him. If he asks, we will deceive. What would you have us tell him?”

“Send him some other way,” Abednago said, and the woman nodded.

“Better still,” Nameless said, “tell him to go shog himself, otherwise my axe here will gladly do the job for him.”

“Then why are you running?” the homunculus with the braided hair asked.

“Good question, laddie,” Nameless said, sticking out his belly and jiggling it. “Burn off the flab, strengthen the lungs, work up an appetite. Speaking of which, I can’t remember the last time I had a square meal and a flagon of mead.”

Abednago’s eyes flicked over the column of dwarves trailing back along the walkway then fixed on the bald woman. “You won’t betray us?”

“Of course not,” she said.

Abednago sighed and shook his head. “I understand. Thank you for your guidance.”

“You are welcome,” the woman said, stepping back onto her disk.

“Word of advice, lassie,” Nameless said. “You might want to stay airborne when Blightey arrives. He’s got a pack of very hungry minions with him.”

She cast a worried look along the line of dwarves, who were now flanked by hundreds of homunculi mounted on silver disks. With a wave of her hand, her people scattered, the disks speeding back down to the city until only the original three remained. She gestured for Abednago to follow the amber wisp, and he set off ahead.

Cordy took hold of Nameless’s hand and gazed steadily at him before they followed Abednago.

Duck, Kal and the rest of the dwarves settled in behind.

“Stupid is a homunculus?” Cordy asked.

“Apparently. Met him in this big fish-craft thing beneath the sea. He took me to Arnoch, Cordy. Led me to the axe.”

“Can he be trusted?”

Nameless shrugged. “Can any of them? They are the spawn of deception, after all.”

“I don’t like this,” Cordy whispered as they veered onto an adjacent walkway.

“Best we can do, lassie.” Nameless pulled her close to him, and they continued walking, Cordy’s head on his shoulder.

Lavender light rippled at the edge of the walkway then rose up in a curtain before them.

Abednago stood to one side and made a wide, sweeping gesture with his arm. “Come on,” he said with a glint in his eyes. “Looks like a shortcut. After you.”

Nameless and Cordy looked at each other, puffed out their cheeks at the same time, and stepped into the light.

A million ants crawled beneath Nameless’s skin. With a sickening rush, all the marrow burst from his bones. His heart flipped inside out, his lungs collapsed, and his brain fizzed and popped until it exploded in a cascade of sparks. Time stood still for the barest instant, and then the whole process reversed, sparks coalescing to form his brain, lungs unfurling like sails coming out of the doldrums, heart pounding, bones filling up again, and the army of ants buggering off back where they came from.

“What…” Cordy said. “What… What?”

Nameless shook his head and pounded his ears. Pins and needles numbed his arms and legs, but stamping and slapping his thighs helped restore circulation. He blinked his eyes into focus and put a steadying hand on Cordy’s shoulder.

“I can’t feel my fingers.” She clapped her palms together and made circles with her wrists. “My boobs. Where are my…” She touched her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank shog.” She gave them a rub and a squeeze. “All present and correct.”

“Could have told you, if you’d only…” Nameless stopped mid-sentence as their surroundings took shape.

They were in a colossal cavern dominated by what Nameless thought were colonnades of twisted pillars stretching from ceiling to floor. On second glance, they turned out to be the most massive stalactites he’d ever seen, winding not to the floor, but into the blackness of a bottomless abyss that split the cavern in two. It was spanned by a gray stone bridge, warped by the ages, its balustrades resembling nothing so much as gapped teeth where bricks had been dislodged. It was flanked on the near side by a rocky buttress with rough-cut steps spiraling upward and disappearing behind a hanging ledge. Over on the far side, he could just about make out the mouth of a tunnel leading away into the gloom.

Metal cables ran from one stalactite to the next, here and there supporting meshes piled with debris that had at some time pitched from the ceiling. The steady drip, drip, drip of water dropping from the stalactites onto the bridge echoed eerily around the cavern, but there was another sound beneath it, low and rumbling, that caught Nameless’s attention.

“What is that?” Cordy said, clutching his arm.

Nameless shrugged her off and approached the bridge, peering into the chasm. The sound was definitely coming from down in the depths somewhere: sonorous, rattling, like the very earth was shaking. And then he realized what it was.

“Snoring.”

“Snoring?” Cordy came closer to look. “What kind of creature makes a noise like that? A dragon?”

Nameless shook his head. “Shogged if I know.” He had a fairly good idea it wasn’t a dragon, though. Whatever this thing was, it was big, at least as large as a dragon, but there was a quality to its snores that scratched away at the base of his skull and filled him with foreboding.

The air fizzed behind them, and there was a flash of lavender before Abednago stepped through the portal, along with Kal and Duck.

The homunculus was quick to recover, and joined them at the bridge. 

“Seems my people were telling the truth, for once. Must be the mutual fear of Blightey. The others will start through in a minute,” he said. “We’ll have to start crossing or there won’t be enough…” He stopped and cocked his ear toward the bottomless pit.

“We were just discussing what that is,” Cordy said.

“Oh dear,” Abednago said, his face suddenly grim and haunted. “They betrayed us, after all.”

“What?” Nameless said. “How?”

Abednago pointed into the depths. “That sound,” he said in a quavering voice. “I know what it is. It is burned into the memory of my race. It comes from one of my father’s elder offspring.”

“Your father?” Cordy asked.

“Yes, the Demiurgos. He is father to all the homunculi. Down there, in the deep, there sleeps the most terrible of all his demons, one so fearful it occupies the space between the Abyss and Gehenna, for it is shunned by both worlds.” 

He sucked in a breath and looked into Nameless’s eyes.

“I know now why my people called this the Bridge of Lost Souls. The demon in the chasm is as hungry as the Void, and just as empty. By itself, it has no identity, save for its need to be filled by the souls of its prey, but my people have named it the Malady. I have not seen it myself, but our loremasters say it is a gibbering monstrosity, an amalgam of the ever-shifting faces of its victims, melted together in a blistered mass. It is a sickness, a plague of the nethers, a horror that cannot be resisted. We must tread silently.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “It will be awakened by the sounds of the living. A small group might pass in safety, but there are hundreds of us needing to cross.”

Cordy was staring slack-jawed into the blackness. She appeared mesmerized by it, and leaned out so far that Nameless braced himself to grab her and pull her back should she fall.

“So, we’re still in Gehenna?” Cordy said.

Abednago shook his head. “Higher up. Look.” He unfolded his map and pointed at Arnoch. “This symbol,” he said, circling the mark with his fingertip, “means bridge.”

Cordy frowned. “But that’s miles from where we started.” She traced a line from the volcano to where Abednago said they were now.

“Miles and miles,” the homunculus said. “My people have saved us a lot of effort.”

“And yet they betrayed us,” Nameless said.

“Nothing comes without a cost, as far as we homunculi are concerned. Some of us are different.” He gave a little bow. “The movement to which I belong—the Sedition: we believe there is hope that the homunculi can transcend their nature, which is born of the stuff of deception.”

“Hardly seditious,” Cordy said.

“It is when you consider our objective.”

“Which is?”

“The death of our father,” Abednago said.

“Is that even possible?” Cordy asked.

“Seems to me we have a head start on Blightey,” Nameless said, not waiting to hear the answer. “Should give us time to cross in small groups.”

Lavender flashed, and four more dwarves appeared, carrying Old Moary on his stretcher. They reeled and staggered but managed to set him down on the ground. One of the stretcher-bearers doubled up and vomited.

“What’s this?” Old Moary said, raising himself on an elbow when he’d recovered his senses. “Standing around talking, when there’s an exodus to get underway. Thought I was the procrastinator.”

“The bridge,” Cordy said, going to his side. “It’s a trap. The homunculi tricked us.”

“Trap? Tricked?” Old Moary said. “Whatever it is, it can’t be any worse than what’s behind.” He looked to Nameless and Abednago for agreement and found none. “Oh, it is, isn’t it?”

Nameless nodded, his resolve evaporating in a long, drawn-out sigh.

“Can we go back?” Old Moary asked.

“If we did, it would be into a far worse trap,” Abednago said. “That’s part of the deal with my people. We could end up lost in Gehenna for a thousand years, or worse, reappear in the midst of Blightey’s horde.”

“Then what?” Old Moary said. “Can’t go back, can’t go forward.”

“We have to go forward,” Abednago said. “It doesn’t offer much hope, but if I know the homunculi, it’s the best chance we have.”

“Agreed,” Cordy said. “Nameless?”

Lavender flashed once more, and half a dozen dwarves stumbled onto the ground leading to the chasm.

If they didn’t do something, and do it soon, things were going to get a little crowded, and they’d have no choice but to spill out onto the bridge.

“You think dwarves can do quiet?” Nameless said.

Cordy rolled her eyes and looked to Old Moary, who simply shrugged.

“Small groups,” Abednago said, standing aside and gesturing for someone to cross. “No more than four at a time.”

“And Blightey?” Nameless asked, shouldering his axe. “What if he’s right behind?”

“If there’s one thing to breed collaboration in my people, it’s fear of the Lich Lord. No need to worry on that account. They’ll send him in completely the wrong direction.”

“Right,” Nameless said, not at all convinced. “I’ll still guard this portal or whatever it is until everyone’s safely across. Now, who fancies being first?”

There was a long silence, during which another group of dwarves appeared in a blaze of lavender.

“All right, I’ll go,” Old Moary said, gesturing to his bearers. “But one more word about me being indecisive, and you won’t hear the last of it.”

As the stretcher was borne out onto the bridge, the cavern was rocked by a particularly violent snore from the depths.

Cordy pressed up close to Nameless, her wide eyes locked on the chasm. She was trembling from head to toe, but the best Nameless could offer her was the lightest of strokes on her arm.

Thing was, he wasn’t feeling much better himself.







NILS







The moment Blightey’s shadowy disk carried them into the monstrous cavern, Nils thought he must have died and gone to the Abyss. It sprawled darkly like the night sky, only, instead of stars, there were near-invisible walkways lit by slender strains of green, which he knew had to be scarolite. They crisscrossed the cavern and rose in layers into the infinite darkness above. When he looked below, he reeled and had to choke back his flapping heart lest it fell out of his gawping mouth. Red lights glowed mistily from the depths, and he could just about make out the inky outlines of structures—towers, bridges, walls like rows of jagged teeth. Midway between the walkway he and Blightey were on and the tallest of the towers below, hundreds of silver disks floated in formations, and atop them stood little people, smaller than dwarves, all looking up with sparkling eyes.

Another of the creatures, a woman as bald as an egg with a red star on her forehead, hovered above their walkway, eyes glinting beneath heavy brows. She clutched something sleek and silver to her chest. It may have been a weapon.

If it was, Blightey didn’t seem to care as he looked brazenly up at her, flames licking about his skull like unruly hair.

“You know what I want, homunculus,” he said, even as he shoved Nils off the black disk onto the walkway.

The Lich Lord floated toward her and started a slow orbit, like a predator circling its prey, all the while leaning on the Ebon Staff and fixing her with his ember eyes.

The feeders, who had been subdued since their encounter with the flesh-eating fish, rushed past Nils, careful not to touch his protective sphere, and bayed up at the homunculus on her disk. They climbed over one another in an attempt to reach her, and a couple even pitched from the walkway to tumble head over heels into the darkness.

Five-hundred, that’s all Blightey said were left. To Nils’s reckoning, there may have been a few less, but in any case, he was thankful for his silver sphere. Shog only knew what would have happened if he’d had to face them with the dwarves.

The thought rankled him. He’d been trying to forget the pledge he’d given to Blightey. He knew in his heart it was just delaying the inevitable, but he’d well and truly buried his head in the sand, hoping never to have to do the deed. 

Betrayal had been second nature to him back in New Londdyr. His dad saw it as a strength, and it had certainly helped get him where he was today, for what it was worth. But since being with Nameless, since seeing the dwarf’s fierce loyalty time and again, Nils had got a taste for it. It’s how he wanted to be, what he wanted to be remembered for.

His heart sank, now about as far from his mouth as it could get. With sullen hatred burning from his eyes, he watched Blightey circling the homunculus. If only there was some other way. If only Blightey could show him a weakness, any weakness. But he knew there was none. At least none that a backstabbing rogue from New Londdyr would ever find, let alone have the courage to exploit.

The homunculus drifted higher, but Blightey went with her. She veered to the left, but Blightey was there waiting. She raised her weapon in trembling hands, but the Lich Lord merely cackled.

“A simple question,” he said. “Which way did they go?”

The homunculus glanced down into the chasm at her kin and then, without even looking, pointed.

“You have my gratitude,” Blightey said, drifting down to the walkway she had indicated.

He snapped his fingers, and the feeders scrambled toward him.

“You too, boy,” Blightey said, smiling with his fleshless jaws in such a way as to infect every last ounce of Nils’s blood with a cloying dread. “You have a task to perform.”

“Tell me about it,” Nils grumbled to himself as he dragged his feet after his master.







NAMELESS







The last few baresarks stepped onto the bridge, heading over to where their mates and the rest of the dwarves waited on the far side of the chasm.

Nameless could already see the scouts spilling into the passage leading away from the cavern. The sooner they gave the people the go ahead to follow, the better, as far as he was concerned. He hardly dared hope they’d gotten away with it. Four hundred and twenty-three survivors, including himself, and not one of them had made more noise than a mouse as they crossed the abyss. He was proud of them. Proud and relieved. In spite of what had seemed an impossible task, the rumbling snores from the depths remained booming but regular.

“You too,” he said to Jaym, clapping the baresark on the back.

“Not till you go,” Jaym said, meeting Nameless’s gaze with unblinking eyes.

“No need to worry about me, laddie. Just making sure no—”

Lavender flashed, and Nils stumbled out of thin air, encased in silver light, puking his guts up, and cursing. The fingers of one hand were wrapped tightly around the Ebon Staff, and Nameless immediately felt its probing malevolence.

“Nils!” he said, “What… How—?”

“I took it.” Nils held out the staff and stumbled toward Nameless. His silver sphere flickered and disappeared. “Took it and ran.”

Paxy wriggled in Nameless’s hand then flipped herself over his head, arcing away until she floated above the bridge.

Flee! she screamed in his mind. Please, flee!

Nameless looked from her to Nils, his mind a fog of half-formed questions. 

Without thinking, he reached out and touched the black wood of the staff. 

Lightning ripped through his brain, and he was flung back onto the bridge, cracking his head against a stone balustrade and groaning.

He knew he had to get up. Get up and grab Paxy. She would come to him, he realized, stretching out a hand that blurred before his vision, but all he clutched was air. He took hold of the balustrade and pulled himself up on jelly legs. Behind him, Jaym bellowed, and in front, Nils squealed and threw the Ebon Staff out into the chasm.

“I’m sorry,” he screamed at Jaym. “He made me do it. He made me!”

The staff hung in midair then drifted eerily back past Nils.

Lavender flashed again, and this time Blightey stepped forth, claiming the staff with a pallid hand. He glared at Nils, teeth clacking in some semblance of laughter, and then he started as Jaym hurtled into him.

Back on the bridge, the baresarks roared and charged, but all Nameless could do was struggle to keep his knees from buckling and pitching him over the edge.

Jaym’s momentum knocked Blightey off his feet. The baresark ended up on top of the Lich Lord, pounding away with his sword pommel because he was too close to swing.

Blightey’s skull thwacked against the ground time and again. Jaym stood and took a two-handed grip on his sword. Blightey floated upright, stiff as a board, as if an invisible string were attached to his skull. A purplish miasma rolled off the Ebon Staff. Jaym froze. He started to spasm. The instant the charging baresarks came within striking distance, they too were engulfed by the putrid cloud.

Nameless’s guts were repelled by the vapors, and icy sweat beaded his skin. His breath caught in his throat, and his pounding heart drowned out the snoring from the pit. He growled and clawed at his thigh through his britches. He knew he’d drawn blood, but he was numb to the pain. His insides were liquid, his thoughts smothered by primitive dread.

The baresarks thrashed and gurgled and then went deathly still. They stood motionless, as the last wisps of malevolence dissolved.

Jaym’s back was still to Nameless. The Lich Lord loomed over him with fire in his eyes.

Nils was staring at Nameless, lips working but making no sound. He reached a hand out, but his knees were shaking, and his feet seemed rooted to the spot.

With a shudder, Jaym turned, his movements stilted and slow. His eyes were vacant and white, but it wasn’t the crazed white of his rage. This was something different. This was something Nameless had seen before, back at the village they’d entered upon crossing the Malfen Pass. It was something he’d experienced himself when Silas had magicked him.

The rest of the baresarks shuffled round to face him. Their joints cracked like dry wood. The skin of their faces was mottled purple and yellow, and thick black veins climbed up their necks. When they opened their mouths, greenish bile leaked out, and instead of words, they emitted a maudlin groaning.

Nameless craned his neck to look back at Paxy suspended twice a dwarf’s height above the bridge. He willed her to come to him, to drive this fuggy paralysis away, but she remained as lifeless as any other metal-forged weapon. Even her voice was absent from his mind.

The scrape of the baresarks’ boots on stone drew his attention back. They lurched and groped toward him, swords and axes trailing behind.

Jaym’s head swiveled atop its black-veined neck, and when his empty eyes met Nameless’s, he gurgled a roar and took a lumbering step forward.

Blightey rubbed his bony chin then gave a sharp nod. He drew the Ebon Staff in a wide arc, and the baresarks stiffened like hardening cement. When he rapped the staff against the ground, they resumed their macabre animation, only this time, they gripped their weapons with purpose, and their movements grew as savage and sure as they had been before they’d fallen under the dark influence.

Nameless rolled back against the balustrade as the baresarks picked up their pace. Nils whimpered something and stumbled out onto the bridge ahead of them. He tugged fiercely at Nameless’s arm, yelling at him to move.

Five more paces… four… and then Nameless and Nils were squashed up against the balustrade as a dozen dwarves pushed by with Fror Bellos in the lead—Bellos, who’d made a living from polishing the glowstones that illuminated Arx Gravis’s walkways. Bellos, who’d filled the gap when Nameless had wiped out the Ravine Guard. Bellos, who’d found the courage to fight at the last, if only to keep his people alive.

Steel met steel in a ringing din that rolled out around the cavern. Bellos’s blade scraped along the length of a baresark’s sword, and with a swish of his wrist, he whipped it back and cut a deep gouge in his opponent’s neck.

Unfazed, the baresark gnashed at him with slavering jaws, but Bellos swayed aside and delivered a solid thrust that punched through the back of its head. When he withdrew the sword, gore splashed from the baresark’s mouth, but still it lumbered on, swinging its blade.

Bellos’s men, most of them Red Cloaks, hacked and slashed with fierce determination. Limbs flew, blood rained, but the baresarks were unstoppable. One lost a leg at the knee. It toppled to the ground, righted itself, and proceeded to crawl toward the bridge.

Behind Blightey, the air shimmered lavender, and feeders began to pour through, racing into the fray like rabid wolves. They weaved a path between the baresarks, avoiding the decaying flesh, as if even they felt its wrongness. They ripped into Bellos and his dwarves with the ferocity of a tidal wave. There was a brief glut of black blood, but then the dwarves were consumed in a spray of crimson.

Nameless leaned over the side of the bridge, eyes fixed on the ropes of gore dripping into the void like hellish rain. He followed a glob of red as it diminished into the dark depths. Some remote part of his brain expected to hear an echoing plop, but in the end he heard only the absence of sound.

The demon had stopped snoring.

The feeders must have noticed it, too, for they looked up from their gory feast, mouths dripping blood. Blightey held up a hand and inclined his head toward the deep. The smolder left his eyes as if he were listening intently, or perhaps reaching out with some unnatural sense.

When he looked back across the bridge at Nameless, there was a new intensity to his glare.

“Hurry, my feeders, hurry!” he cried. “We haven’t much time. A demon of the deepest Abyss is upon us.”

Forsaking their meal, the feeders jerked like puppets on strings, then launched themselves onto the bridge.

“Run, laddie, run!” Nameless said, but his voice came out as a parched whisper.

Nils was frozen in place, a deathly pallor to his skin, but then a second charge surged past them to meet the frenzied attack, this time with Duck at its head, bashing feeders from his path with his shield.

Kal was right behind, eyes burning with the focus only terror can bring. He fought like a veteran of many wars. He fought like a Dwarf Lord.

Cordy stood shoulder to shoulder with Kal, swinging a masonry hammer with controlled fury. In that instant, she could have been the woman from Durgish Duffin’s painting. She could have been Yyalla.

She was followed by a long line of dwarves, men and women, hacking, clubbing, and stabbing with whatever weapons they had found—cleavers, mallets, pickaxes.

At the rear, Weasel was waving a dagger and screaming, “Jaym, I’m coming for you, big man! I’m coming!” But when the feeders swept in among the dwarves, he turned tail and legged it back the way he’d come.

Within moments, the attack of Duck’s group faltered, and they started to retreat. Nameless felt himself swept along with them, almost lost his footing, and would have been crushed beneath their boots, had Nils not clung to him and anchored him against the balustrade.

Duck batted a leaping feeder away from Nameless before stumbling under a savage assault.

As the rest of the dwarves fell back, Nils tried to yank Nameless after them, but a swell of feeders cut them off and began snapping and clawing at them from all sides.

The lad kicked one in the knee, backhanded another in the face.

Claws raked across Nameless’s hauberk, gouged his skin. The wounds smarted, as if acid had been spilled on them. It was the first thing he’d felt since touching the staff, but it was too little, too late. Rivulets of blood were streaking down his unprotected arms as the pack tightened around them. Nils was giving it everything he’d got, his limbs a blurry flurry of frantic blows, but it was all desperation and no skill. In another moment they’d—

With a furious roar, Jaym burst through the pack, scattering feeders by the dozen into the chasm. His broadsword scythed into them, and he kicked, butted, and bit with every last vestige of his baresark fury. The feeders snapped and clawed at his rotting flesh, not to devour, merely to protect themselves, but no matter how much they tore into him, Jaym seemed immune.

His eyes were still white, but it was the old white of rage, so incandescent that even Blightey could not contain it. His skin, was necrotic, black as a frost-bitten toe. Sores and corruption wept from every inch of his flesh.

He reached Nameless with a press of feeders at his back. They struck at him, trying to find a way past, but he used his body as a shield. Grabbing Nameless by the shoulder, he shook with the effort of growling one desperate word:

“Axe.”

With that, he shoved Nameless further onto the bridge, and Nils stumbled after him. Then, Jaym slung his sword at the feeders, spread his arms wide, and drove into them with irresistible force.

Those that weren’t bowled over the side were scooped up or pushed relentlessly back, until he veered away and dived into the chasm, taking them flailing and screaming with him.

“No!” Nameless cried.

Nils dragged him past the remnants of Duck’s group to beneath where Paxy hung suspended in the air. The lad started to slap and punch him.

“Wake up, you shogger.” Slap. “Come on, Nameless, snap out of it.”

Duck stood with his back to Nameless, planted like a tree. Feeders pounded against his shield, but they may as well have struck a brick wall.

Cordy hammered at them from one side, Kal jabbed from the other, while behind, upwards of twenty bloodied but determined dwarves waited for their chance to reenter the fray. Between them, they’d already built a mountain of corpses out of feeders.

Back beyond the defenders, the survivors of Arx Gravis waited with bated breath. They must have known this was it. This was the moment they would all perish or, by some miracle, triumph and go on to sing songs about the last great battle.

The bridge shuddered as a tumultuous roar shook its way up from the chasm. Nameless tried to steal a look but Nils hit him again, hard on the jaw. 

That one hurt, and the pain cleared his head. His limbs still felt full of treacle, though, and all he could do was look on in dismay as the last of the feeders threw themselves at Duck’s group, the baresark zombies clamoring behind them, moaning and inexorable as death.

Blightey drifted out above them on a disk of shadow to alight atop the rocky outcrop at the near end of the bridge. From there, overlooking the last of his minions, he pointed the Ebon Staff at Nameless, and vaporous black fingers swirled forth.

“Shog,” Nils said. He glanced about at the bodies of the fallen and snatched up a sword. As Duck bashed another feeder into the void, and Cordy led a charge of dwarves past to slam into the remaining creatures in front of the baresarks, Nils sliced the blade across Nameless’s forearm, and blood began to flow.

“Again, laddie,” Nameless gasped as the black threads wove their way ever closer.

This time, Nils stabbed him in the arse, and Nameless yelped like a dog.

“Shog! Shogging shog, shoggedy shog and shog!” he cried, and then spun Nils into position beneath the floating axe. “A leg up, laddie,” he said. “Now!”

Nils dropped the sword so he could cup his hands, and Nameless put one foot up and launched himself into the air. Stretching as far as he could, he shut his eyes and prayed. His fingers curled around Paxy’s haft and he sent every last ounce of strength he could muster into her.

“Courage, Paxy! It’s shogging time!”

The twin blades flared golden, even as he fell and landed in a crouch upon the bridge.

He saw Duck rejoin Cordy at the head of the band of dwarves smashing their through the remaining feeders and giving desperate battle to the baresarks, and then Nameless whirled to meet the assault of the misty fingers.

They struck the axe and snuffed out Paxy’s glow. She trembled at their touch, squirming in his grip.

Nameless held on for dear life and dredged up all the rage, all the resistance he could from a fast-emptying well. He struck bottom, but still the vapors wormed their way down Paxy’s waning haft and entered his fingers, turning them to ice.

He refused to give in, even as the malignancy spread like hoarfrost through his veins, inching its way closer and closer to his heart. He thrashed and railed at the bottom of his well, deep in the heart of his own darkness. In his mind’s eye, a crack emptier than the Void opened in the black-walled cell that had held him for so long and started to widen.

No, he wanted to cry. No, he’d gone too far. He stared into the face of his own evil, the seed from which the Butcher had grown. No! he screamed with every last fiber of his being as the icy strands touched his heart, and then with one final, suicidal act of defiance, he flung himself into the gaping maw of the black dog within.

Heat blazed through his heart, driving back the cold. Fire coursed through his veins, erupting into Paxy’s haft and igniting her blades with candent glory.

My Immortal! Paxy cried in his mind.

Blightey’s eyes flared with surprise as Nameless drew back and threw.

Paxy windmilled toward the Lich Lord with terrifying speed. Instinctively, he threw up the Ebon Staff to protect himself, but the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sheared straight through, knocking Blightey from his feet and spinning back into Nameless’s outstretched hand.

Blightey recovered and leapt back up with preternatural speed, clutching one dead piece of wood in either hand. Glaring into the depths, his eyes once more registered his shock.

A hellish glow was emanating from the abyss, and a sound like the gnashing of millions of teeth rose up.

Blightey threw the pieces of the staff into the chasm, and there was an answering belch. He leapt into the air and floated down to the bridge, light as a feather, to stand behind the baresarks.

Cordy was thrown back by a bludgeoning fist, blood trickling from her lips. She was up in an instant, but Nameless charged past her and cleaved her attacker from head to groin.

Fallen dwarves littered the bridge before him, but he stepped grimly over them, hammering Paxy into putrid flesh until he reached Duck.

Duck’s shield was a warped mess of mangled metal, but still it protected him from the savage blows of the three baresarks in front of him, who were all that stood between Nameless and Blightey.

Cordy swept up a sword and screamed a battle cry, scything right through both legs of a baresark. Its torso landed upright, the arms still groping, jaws still crunching.

Nameless dispatched another before kicking the living torso from the bridge.

Duck slammed the last baresark repeatedly with his shield, pulverizing its face until brains spilled, and it stopped moving.

Nameless advanced on Blightey, beating down his fear with thoughts of vengeance for all the dwarves lying dead upon the bridge, for Bellos and Jaym, for Grok, Targ, and Cairn Sternfist, and last but not least, for Silas. Besides himself, only Duck, Kal, and Cordy were still standing, and them only just.

Back behind them, Nils cried out, and all eyes, even Blightey’s, turned to the chasm.

Steam hissed up from a hideous aberration that bubbled and squelched just below the bridge. It was a vast island of undulating flesh, textured like a jellyfish, its body a compacted mass of gigantic heads, gibbering, screaming, grinding their teeth. A thousand sets of eyes glared in every direction, bloodshot and wide with madness. Insanity rolled away from the monstrosity in waves that battered at Nameless’s newfound courage, eroded who he was, where he’d come from. The only thing it couldn’t touch was his name. That had already been taken.

When he’d given himself to the black dog within, he’d found nothing but strength, and now, under the assault of the demon’s presence, he cocooned himself in that cloud of unknowing that had come to define him. He was no one, no thing. He had no core to be ripped from his center and dissolved in this sweeping tide of chaos. And in the same instant, he realized the reverse was true: with the surety of an axe through the skull, he knew from the marrow outward what it was that lay at the heart of his very being: he was the Nameless Dwarf, and no Abyss-spawned blob of stinking jelly was going to convince him otherwise.

Nils was gibbering, pale as a ghost. Duck cowered beneath his battered shield, as if that could ward off the madness. Kal’s face was petrified in a never-ending scream. Cordy looked like the corpse of her baby hung in the air before her. Back across the bridge, the dwarves of Arx Gravis seemed like a host of the damned.

Nameless bundled Duck to his feet and clanged the flat of Paxy’s blades against his shield. Duck’s eyes popped halfway out of their sockets.

“Run,” Nameless said, pushing him toward the far end of the bridge. He raised his voice to take in Cordy, Kal, and Nils. “All of you, run. I’ll hold this skull-headed shogger.”

Duck stumbled away on wobbly legs, but Nils just clung to the balustrade, staring inanely. Cordy’s eyes remained fixed to the invisible horror floating before her.

“Ha! You’ve awakened the Malady!” Blightey said. “You poor benighted fools, even I would think twice before pitting myself against an elder of the Abyss.”

Nameless spun round, and Blightey started cackling. Nevertheless, the Lich Lord edged away from the side of the bridge nearest the demon, scarcely taking his eyes from it.

Hatred bubbled up from the base of Nameless’s spine.

Blightey showed no concern for the loss of his feeders, the destruction of the zombies he’d made of Jaym and his baresarks. He stood as certain of his own invulnerability as he had in Verusia, although, this time, he lacked the Cynocephalus’s armor.

Fingering Paxy with a purpose, Nameless wondered how well Silas’s disease-wracked frame would stand up to a good clobbering.

He grabbed Cordy by the shoulder and spun her round. Her eyes were focused on some point behind him, her lips working in dumbstruck terror.

The Malady’s grotesque bulk rippled on a level with the bridge, its clustered faces twitching, eyes rolling in anticipated satisfaction.

Blightey wrung his hands, sadistic pleasure oozing from his clacking jaws.

With his heart like metal worked on an anvil, Nameless did the only thing he could think of: he kissed Cordy full on the lips, and got exactly the reaction he’d expected:

A fist in the face.

“Ouch!” he said, touching his hand to his stinging cheek.

“How dare…” Cordy started, and then caught sight of the aberration cresting the balustrade. She started to tremble again, but Nameless turned her about and slapped her on the rump.

“Run, Cordy, run! And don’t look back!”

She half-staggered, half-ran toward the stunned survivors of Arx Gravis, waving them ahead of her. Perhaps if they could reach the tunnel, Nameless thought, but then he remembered Nils.

The boy was still frozen against the balustrade, mere feet from the rising behemoth. Nameless lunged for him, but his fingers met only air as Nils catapulted toward the ceiling, hung there for an instant, and then drifted down in front of Blightey.

The Lich Lord’s hand snaked out and gripped the lad by the throat. Black tendrils slithered from Blightey’s fingertips and interlaced on the skin of Nils’s neck, winding their way up to his face.

“No!” Nameless roared, striding toward them, axe raised. “Stop, or I’ll—”

“Or you’ll what?” Blightey said. “One more step, the boy rots, and I throw his carcass to the Malady. How do you think his screaming soul will thank you as it suffers throughout eternity?”

Nameless stood where he was. He flicked a look at the demon slobbering over the bridge. In a few more moments, there’d be no way across. If he ran now, perhaps he could… He stopped the thought in its tracks. That’s not what he did. Not what the Nameless Dwarf did, and nothing on Aethir, or beneath, was going to make him leave Nils to Blightey a second time.

“You kill him, I’ll grind your shogging skull into powder,” Nameless said.

“You wish.” The Lich Lord’s eyes turned to whirlpools of blood.

Nils hung limply in his grip, the necrotic web spreading to his forehead. His arms and legs spasmed, but he still drew the odd choking breath.

“What do you want?” Nameless despised the shrillness in his voice.

“You assume there’s something you can do,” Blightey said. “What if this is what I want? To see you helpless, standing by while your friend decomposes and his soul is sent to its doom.”

A shadow fell across the bridge as the Malady hissed from a hundred faces, its entire bulk rising into view. Beneath it, a slime-ringed anus a cart could have passed through dilated and contracted, dripping clumps of steaming putrescence onto the stonework. It was flanked by hungry mouths, lapping at the muck as it was evacuated.

Turning again to Blightey, Nameless drew back his axe for a final, futile throw.

“It’s you I want, really,” Blightey said. “I’d sooner the boy served as my apprentice. Do one thing for me, and I’ll spare his life.”

“Why?” Nameless asked. “Why me?”

Blightey held up his free hand, the hairline join mark a reminder of when Nameless had severed the original.

“A minor thing, by itself,” Blightey said, “but evidence you are an irritation.”

“That’s what this is about?” Nameless said, casting a nervous look at the Malady as it squelched onto the bridge, its anus distending and shuddering as it sucked and slurped. “You got what you deserved, shog face.”

“You forget our previous meeting,” Blightey said, “when you and your friends caused me incalculable grief. I knew you straight away, even without the black helm. We liches may be a cautious bunch, hiding under our particular rocks so that we can perdure through the ages, but I’ve not exactly fitted in with the rest of them. Call it a foible, call it a sin, but I never forget a wrong, Nameless Dwarf. Never.”

Lavender flashed behind Blightey, and a lone feeder slunk through the portal.

“Oh, how wonderful,” Blightey said, sparing it a look over his shoulder. “Something to clean up the mess after I drink your soul.”

His skull pivoted back round to glare at Nameless with vortices of blood. 

“Look into my eyes.”

Every instinct screamed at Nameless to turn away, to flee back over the bridge, but when he looked, the way was blocked by the blubbery mass of the Malady. It was truly colossal, a mountain of madness, shuffling nearer and nearer, threatening to smother him in an avalanche of misshapen faces.

Nils’s arms were hanging limply by his sides, but his feet still gave the odd twitch.

The feeder made no move to attack. It just waited patiently behind its master, ready to claim the leftovers.

“Look into my eyes!” Blightey commanded, and this time, Nameless saw no other choice.

The Lich Lord hissed in satisfaction as Nameless stared into the crimson depths, his heart groaning, straining like a ship moored on choppy seas.

The cascade of a waterfall filled his ears, and his stomach flopped up into his head. Intangible hooks sliced into his core, deep into the darkness, and stretched it wide. He felt something within, the smallest kernel of… of himself, popping free and rushing up his spine toward his eyes.

But he could still see. Still see the curdling malice of Blightey’s gaze. Still see Nils dangling, close to death. Still see the feeder as it raised a hand behind Blightey’s back, a hand that grasped something slender and black.

As Nameless strained to keep the last vestiges of his essence from pouring into Blightey’s eyes, the feeder warped and changed, until in its place stood Ilesa, black hair hanging loose about her face, cat eyes sparkling with purpose. 

And then Nameless realized the object she held was Nils’s scarolite pen, the one gifted him by Silas.

She stabbed it with all her might into the Lich Lord’s back.

Blightey screamed, Nils fell, and the darkness closed up its protective shell around the core of Nameless’s soul. In a blaze of golden light, he swung Paxy with everything he had left, her blades shearing straight through Blightey’s neck.

Silas’s body crumpled to the bridge, but the skull flew free.

Ilesa backed away from its flaring eyes, but then it arced through the air and came at Nameless like a flame-tailed comet.

Swaying aside, Nameless clobbered it with the flat of Paxy’s blades, just like when he’d played rock-ball as a child. There was a resounding crack, and Blightey ricocheted from the balustrade straight into one of the Malady’s colossal mouths.

Teeth snapped shut, and the face wrinkled in distaste. It swallowed and belched, but then the entire behemoth shook, vomit streaming out of every orifice, and a slick of gray slime gushing from beneath. Like a man who’d ingested poison, or a dwarf with a gutful of Ironbelly’s, the Malady rolled itself over the bridge and plummeted back into the chasm amid a shower of crumbling masonry.

Nameless hugged Paxy to his chest, struggling to catch his breath.

Ilesa glanced at him but then turned to bend over the prone body of Nils. 

Even now, the curve of her arse gave Nameless cause to raise an eyebrow. The seat of her pants was torn, and the skin of her rump was redder than an overripe strawberry.

“What happened to your arse?” Nameless said. “You been overdoing it again?”

“Pervert.” Ilesa stood back from Nils and offered Nameless a tired grin.

“Can’t blame a dwarf for looking. How’s the lad?”

“He’ll live. Skin’s returning to normal now that shogger’s gone. You think Blightey’s dead?”

Nameless shrugged. “Hope so, but that’s not stopped him in the past. Main thing is,” he said, looking back over the bridge, “he’s out of the way for now, so we should be able to get these good people to Arnoch.”

Nils spluttered and pushed himself up on an elbow. “Arnoch? You found it again?”

Nameless knelt beside the lad, touched a hand to his forehead. It was cold and clammy, and sweat beaded the brow, but the dark veins had retreated. It looked like Nils would pull through.

“Not me, laddie. Stupid, or rather Abednago, has a map, and some homunculi gave us a shortcut, albeit a treacherous one.” He offered Nils a hand and helped him to his feet. “You going to be all right?”

Nils tried to smile, but his eyes turned inward, and he shuddered. When he focused on Nameless, he had a forlorn look about him, and his lips quivered as he spoke. “I guess.” His eyes drifted to the headless body sprawled upon the rocky ground. “What are we going to do with Silas?”

“Take him with us,” Ilesa said.

Nameless whirled on her. “Thought you didn’t like him.”

Ilesa looked somehow different, standing taller, more at ease than he’d ever seen her. “We take him with us.”

“Yes,” Nils said. “Give him a proper funeral.”

Nameless studied the corpse, remembering the horror of seeing the wizard’s face imploding, dissolving into wisps of smoke, only to be replaced by Blightey’s evil skull.

He’d never worked Silas out fully, never known if he could be trusted, but in the end, Nameless had put that aside. Silas had been a likable enough lad. He’d just gotten in over his head, that’s all.

“All right, laddie,” he said to Nils. “Have it your way. You’re carrying him, though.”

“Eh?” Nils looked like he was going to have one of his whining fits.

“I haven’t forgotten, laddie. You’re supposed to be the pack mule.” When Nils glared at him he added, “Don’t mind me, I’m just joshing.”

“Funny,” Nils said.

Nameless set Paxy adrift in the air while he bent down to scoop Silas’s body up. He made a show of grunting and groaning with the effort, but resisted joking about it being a dead weight.

In truth, he was feeling stronger than he had in days. All the tension had melted from his back and shoulders, and he was swiftly getting in the mood for a celebratory keg of mead.

He draped Silas over one shoulder and reclaimed Paxy with his spare hand.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get these folks to their new home.”

Ilesa was staring at Nils with the barest hint of a smile on her face. She reached out and ruffled his hair. He screwed his face up and muttered something, but then Nameless saw there were tears in his eyes, and Nils pulled Ilesa into a hug.

“I would join you,” Nameless said, feeling his own eyes moisten, “but my hands are full.”

Nils drew back from Ilesa’s embrace, but she held onto the tips of his fingers. It was the sort of handholding Nameless might have expected between a brother and sister.

“You did well, laddie,” he said.

Nils hung his head for a moment. “I screwed up, Nameless. Acted like my shogging dad.”

“No,” Nameless said in his sternest voice. “You did well. Made me proud to call myself your friend. You too, lassie.”

Ilesa’s jaw dropped open. She stiffened, and the faintest tremor rippled her chin. She started to say something, but Nameless turned his back on her and headed out onto the bridge, carrying the last of the four companions over his shoulder.
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Proud? Ilesa thought. He’s proud? She didn’t believe a word of it. Couldn’t—she knew herself too well for that, knew what she was capable of, what she’d done. But she had come back, hadn’t she? She’d faced her fears and plunged the pen into Blightey’s back. She might have failed Davy, all that time ago, but at least she’d saved Nils. Shog, she’d saved Nameless, too.

Her step quickened, and she pulled her shoulders back, feeling lighter and more buoyant than she cared to remember. She still had hold of Nils’s hand, but the second she saw him ogling her, she let go and turned her nose up.

Nils stuck his tongue out, but he could barely suppress the chuckles that rocked his frame.

Nameless led the way with the homunculus, who kept jabbing at his map and hopping with excitement. Silas’s body had been wrapped in a cloak, but Nameless had still insisted on carrying it. She knew she couldn’t have done it. She’d have been stopping every couple of yards for a rest, but the dwarf was strong as an ox and barely seemed to notice.

Behind her and Nils, the golden-haired dwarf woman walked ahead of a stretcher bearing the elderly councilor she’d come to know as Moary. The woman had introduced herself as Cordy, an old, old friend of Nameless’s. Ilesa saw no reason to doubt the explanation, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy, nevertheless. Problem was, she didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if she seriously wanted anything from Nameless, save for his company, perhaps, or maybe his approval. And he’d already given that. It made her want to get away as quick as she could, before she screwed that up.

It felt odd to have so many dwarves trudging along at her back. Truth be told, it made her self-conscious. They must have thought of her as someone special. After all, she was in with Nameless, and they’d certainly changed their tune about him. Villain to hero in the space of days. She had to hand it to him. He’d never be right, though, never recover from what he’d done. Ilesa had come to know him too well for that. But at least he had something to move forward with, and a people who, much as they couldn’t do it, sincerely wanted to forget.

A salty breeze gusted down the tunnel, and the perpetual gloom gave way to a swath of light. Gulls were crying in the distance, and Abednago ran on ahead. 

Nameless shifted Silas’s corpse on his shoulder so he could quicken his pace.

The excitement was infectious, and Ilesa found herself running along with Nils and Cordy. Behind them, the whole community of dwarves came to new life and surged in pursuit.

The ground sloped upward until they emerged atop a scree-coated escarpment overlooking a glimmering inland sea. In the far distance, sheer cliffs flickered, as if they were half in, half out of reality. She remembered them clearly from that fateful day when Nameless had plummeted from the path, eventually to return with the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Off to the left, though, was a much more impressive sight: minarets encrusted with barnacles, bronze-capped towers, green with the patina of ages, a sprawling maze of avenues and alleyways weaving between many-storied buildings. There was something unified and utterly harmonious about this island city sitting serenely above the waves. It was as if the entire structure had been carved from a single mountain.

An enormous stone drawbridge led from a heavily buttressed barbican out over the sea to the escarpment.

Around the city, light reflected in rainbows from the twin suns.

Ilesa blinked to see what was causing it, and then she gasped. An enormous globe, higher than the tallest tower, and clearer than glass, encased the island.

Nameless slapped Abednago on the back and the homunculus staggered under the blow. If he minded, he didn’t show it. Instead, he hopped from foot to foot with the most enormous grin splitting his face.

“Arnoch!” Abednago cried, turning to the awestruck dwarves still spilling out onto the escarpment. “Welcome to your new home.”
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“I still don’t understand why you didn’t bring us here earlier,” Cordy said, as Abednago led her and Nameless on a twisting journey through the passages beneath King Arios’s throne room.

Nameless wouldn’t have wanted to be Abednago for all the mead left in Arx Gravis right then.

“The Destroyer,” Abednago said. “It would have slain you all, just as it slew the dwarves of Arnoch.”

Cordy stopped abruptly and crossed her arms over her chest. Her cheeks were so red, Nameless thought they might explode.

“So, five-hundred dwarves couldn’t do what he could?” She cocked her head at Nameless. “What makes him so special?”

Abednago turned to face her, hands steepled as if in prayer.

Nameless had half a mind to leave them to it. As far as he was concerned, whatever it was the homunculus wanted to show them could wait till he’d sated his thirst on the contents of the Arnochian king’s mead cellar. Shog only knew what it tasted like after all these centuries, but one thing was for sure, it had to be a damned sight better than Ironbelly’s.

He spat on Paxy’s blades and proceeded to polish them with his fingers, if anything making them duller with the smears he left. Paxy didn’t seem to mind, though. She purred like a cat and throbbed warmly in his grasp.

“He has the blood of the Immortals,” Abednago said, as if explaining the simplest of concepts to a child. “No other can wield the axe.”

“But he’s tainted, same as we all are,” Cordy said.

Abednago frowned.

Nameless had to admit, Cordy could have put it more subtly.

“The blood of my people is a boon, not an affliction,” Abednago said. “Yes, it introduces an element of uncertainty…”

“Deceit, you mean,” Cordy said.

“Guess Weasel had to get it from somewhere.” Nameless pulled a face at Paxy’s blades, checking their shine.

“Hilarious,” the homunculus said. “My people are not just tricksters. We are inventors, pioneers, and we have an insatiable curiosity. This makes yours a unique race: the stoicism and honor of the dwarves blended with the ingenuity of the homunculi. It is my hope… it is the hope of the Sedition, that you will be our strongest defense against the wiles of the Demiurgos.”

Cordy threw her hands up, gritted her teeth, and then let out all her steam in an explosive sigh. “So, you duped us.”

Abednago’s eyes widened, and he looked to Nameless for help. “Duped? I don’t understand.”

“You pretended to be one of us, albeit an idiot,” Cordy said, “all so you could lead us a merry dance until we became your witless new army, marching out from this glorious mythical city to do your bidding. And another thing: how come Stupid’s been known to Arx Gravis all this time, and now he turns out to be you?”

“I used to come and go a lot,” Abednago said. “I am always traveling this place and that, shoring up alliances, planting new seeds. It is what I must do, if we are to prevail.”

Cordy rolled her eyes at Nameless. “Know who that sounds like, don’t you?”

“Uh huh,” Nameless said, still working intently on Paxy’s blades. “Bald bastard by the name of Aristodeus.”

The philosopher had been the one to imprison him in the scarolite helm, rob him of his name. He’d later orchestrated the ill-fated quest to destroy the power of the black axe that had resulted in so many deaths.

“I am not like Aristodeus,” Abednago said.

“Just because you’ve got hair, laddie, doesn’t mean you’re not a shogger.” Nameless looked up from his polishing and raised an eyebrow.

“Look, you’re here, aren’t you?” Abednago said. “I led you to the axe and guided the rest of the dwarves to their new home.”

Nameless shouldered Paxy and fixed Abednago with a hard stare. “By a circuitous route that nearly got us all killed.”

“I’ll grant you that,” Abednago said, “but there were other forces at play.”

“Blightey?” Cordy said.

Abednago nodded. “In a way. It was Nameless’s wizard friend, Silas, and the influence of Blightey’s grimoire that led to the forest of tar, but the Lich Lord had planned it all centuries ago, just in case he should ever perish.”

“So, laddie,” Nameless said, his hackles starting to rise, “you thought you’d risk the sole survivors of the dwarven race by putting them in Blightey’s way? They didn’t need to come. Why couldn’t you have brought them straight here?”

Abednago spread his arms wide, taking in the walls of the passageway. “Because this is Arnoch, the home of heroes. That’s what your people have become, surviving their ordeal with Blightey. Heroes, every last one of them. Did you see the way they came to your aid on the bridge? Did you see how—”

Cordy’s fist smashed into his face. Abednago staggered back and pitched onto his arse, blood trickling from his nose.

“Show us what you wanted us to see then leave,” she said.

Gingerly rising to his feet, the homunculus led them to an intersection, turned left, then right and brought them to a flight of algae-covered stairs. At the bottom, he pushed open a creaking door, and they followed him into an oval chamber.

A circle of crystalline spheres hung from a metal contraption on the ceiling above an arch made of scarolite. The green veins had been formed into glyphs that covered the structure in some unknown script that made Nameless’s skin prickle.

“There are fewer than four hundred dwarves remaining,” Abednago said as he walked around the arch. “How long do you think it will be before you become extinct?”

Cordy looked at Nameless and shrugged.

Nameless saw what the homunculus was getting at straight away. “He’s right, lassie. There’s barely enough of us to sustain a community. We could all be gone in another generation or two.”

Abednago nodded then stroked the arch. “This is a portal,” he said, “a doorway between the worlds. It was made by the homunculi at the request of King Arios. He knew the fate that awaited the dwarves, knew they could not defeat the Destroyer. Even those who went on to found Arx Gravis would not have been beyond the monster’s reach, should it have found a way to rise from the sea, and so he sent the rest of his people through the portal, beyond the stars to a world called Thanatos.”

“Are you saying we could go there?” Cordy said. “Bring them back to Arnoch?”

“Perhaps one day,” Abednago said. “If the portal can be mended. King Arios ordered my people to—how can I put it?—dispel its magic once the last of the dwarves were through. He could not risk the possibility of the Destroyer following them.”

“Then have your people fix it,” Cordy said.

Abednago held out his hands like a supplicant. “If only it were that simple. The bulk of the homunculi do not want your race to survive. They believe you are, how did you put it? Tainted. The few of us who form the Sedition have other ideas, but we lack the arcane knowledge. It is a specialist art that requires many, many minds. That aside, the last thing they want is the dwarves returning to Arnoch. You forget, this was the bastion against all that assailed the mind of the Cynocephalus, all the fear planted in that sorry god by his father and ours, the Demiurgos. Our best chance, our only chance, is to combine forces, your people and the Sedition. Perhaps with time and a pooling of resources…”

“Forget it,” Cordy said. “I’d sooner entrust our fate to the Council of Twelve, procrastinating fools that they are.”

Nameless resisted pointing out that she was on the Council.

Cordy turned on her heel and started for the steps, but she stopped when Duck came tearing down them, panting for breath. He eyed Nameless nervously and proceeded to whisper in Cordy’s ear.

“These Dwarf Lords who escaped,” Nameless said. “How do we know they endured?”

“We don’t” Abednago said. “And if they did, they may have changed a great deal. They might no longer be the heroes of legend. The world they went to, Thanatos, is a world of death. The living are not exactly welcome there.”

“I see,” Nameless said. “Well that’s encouraging. Listen, laddie, they’ve been lost for shog knows how many centuries. I doubt a little prudence will change anything. What say you we investigate the mead cellar? I’m starting to forget what booze tastes like, and so far, it’s all been fighting and running and not a jot of festivity.”

Abednago smiled and inclined his head. “You are right. These things can wait. Even with less than four hundred, I dare say the end of the dwarves is not imminent.”

Nameless thumped him on the arm so hard, Abednago winced. “Good on you, laddie. Now lead the way.”

Cordy blocked his path. “First things first,” she said. “The Council are in session in King Arios’s throne room.”

Nameless cocked an eyebrow at Duck. “You ran all the way to tell us that? Those codgers will be debating seating arrangements till this time tomorrow.”

“Old Moary has persuaded them Arnoch needs a king,” Cordy said, no trace of humor in her voice.

“Arnoch already has a king,” Nameless said. “Make no bones about it. Ha, bones!” he said, rapping Abednago on the skull. “Get it? King Arios?”

Abednago grimaced, but no one was laughing.

“He’s proposing you,” Cordy said.

Duck lowered his eyes.

“Me?” Nameless roared with laughter. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever… You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Cordy bit her lower lip and nodded.

“Right,” Nameless said. “We’ll see about that.”
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The cold of the stone floor seeped into Nils’s arse and made it ache like shog. The entire hall was riddled with damp that painted dark swaths across the walls. The frescoes of dwarven heroes facing off against hordes of giants and goblins were faded and cracked, and the scant furniture was either overturned or rotted to the point that it would disintegrate at the slightest touch.

Once, it had probably been a meeting chamber, perhaps where the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch would have planned their wars against the armies of nightmare and deception. Now, it reminded Nils of nothing so much as a crypt, or a monument to a bygone age.

The idea that Arnoch could be reoccupied was as crazy to him as the idea that Blightey might once more return from the dead, this time as a dairy maid. 

The dwarves, though, seemed to have a different idea. They’d been exploring the palace in droves, commenting on the craftsmanship and arguing about the best way to restore it. They’d finally done the hall to death and buggered off along the many corridors. Their muffled voices formed a strangely comforting background to his work.

Just the thought of the Lich Lord set Nils shivering again. He didn’t know if he’d ever be right after what that creep had said and done. Only thing for it was to crowd the memories out with reading and writing.

He had the Liber Via open next to the notebook Silas had given him. Each time he jotted down an idea for his story, he hunted through the Liber Via to find the words he wasn’t sure of and check his spelling. It was slow work, what with it being Ancient Urddynoorian and all, but he had to do it.

A shadow fell over him, and Nils suppressed a squeal. He’d not heard anyone approach.

“Steady now,” Ilesa said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Ain’t scared,” Nils said, pointedly scratching away with the scarolite pen he’d retrieved from Silas’s back.

Ilesa crouched down beside him, eyes narrowing with concern. “Looked to me like you thought it was him—you know, Blightey, come to shove a spike up you.” She tried to make light of it with a grin, but Nils didn’t feel like laughing none.

“Well, maybe I did.” He hated the quaver in his voice, thought it made him sound like a girl.

He pored over a passage in the Liber Via, not really knowing what word he was looking for. Problem was, his Ancient Urddynoorian was crap. Silas had reckoned it was the way to go, because it’s what the scholars in New Londdyr used. Said he’d have to master it, if he wanted to get into the Academy, but it would have been a damned sight easier if he could’ve just used normal words. Not that he could spell those, neither, but at least he knew what they were, and how to sound them out.

“Don’t know why you’re bothering with that,” Ilesa said. “Makes much more sense to write words people can understand.”

Nils sighed and closed the Liber Via. “It’s what Silas wanted me to do. Said it was the best place to start.”

Ilesa sniffed and stole a look at his notebook. “Always was a shogger.”

“That ain’t fair,” Nils said. “Not now he’s dead.”

“‘Bytch’ isn’t Ancient Urddynoorian,” she said, leafing through the pages of his notebook. “Neither is ‘d-worf’, or ‘wizod’.”

Nils snatched the notebook away from her. “That’s because I can’t find them words in the Liber Via. Shog it, maybe I’ll have to write out my story normal, like what we talk. I can always put it into Ancient Urddynoorian later. Happy now?”

His chin trembled as he tried to hold back the tears. He didn’t even know what was getting to him. Maybe it had just been too much.

Ilesa ran her fingers through his hair and smiled, just how Mom used to smile whenever Dad told him off. “I think that’s a good idea. Mind telling me what it’s about?”

“Had an ocean… had a notion I’d write up our adventures. I mean, it ain’t every day folk come to Qlippoth and fight their way to a lost city and all that.”

Ilesa nodded then focused her gaze on the wall, as if she were studying the battle scene there. “Am… am I in it?”

“Uh huh,” Nils said.

“What… what are you going to—”

The double doors leading to the throne room crashed open, and Nameless stormed in, slamming them shut behind him. He grumbled under his breath, growled, and then looked up, eyes widening as he realized he wasn’t alone.

His expression instantly changed, the mask of anger giving way to a ridiculously wide grin that was all teeth.

“Laddie! Lassie! Gather your things. We’re off.” He strode over to them and peered down at Nils’s notebook. “It’s ‘shog’ with an ‘o’, laddie.”

“I know,” Nils said, striking out the ‘a’.

“Reckon the fire of youth’s messing with your brain.” Nameless winked at Ilesa.

“What?” Nils said, blushing. “Shog off. And besides, I ain’t got time for none of that stuff. I got too much studying to do.”

“So, you’re not staying on as king, then?” Ilesa said.

“I told them a king needs a name, and do you know what? The shoggers tried to give me one.”

Nils gathered his things into his pack and rolled to his knees, wincing at the pins and needles prickling through his legs. “What name?”

“Not saying,” Nameless said. “Stupid bloody name, if you ask me. Told them they could shove the kingship. Don’t really think they knew what they were asking. Too much has happened for me to stay.”

“But you’ve more than made up for it,” Ilesa said.

Nameless shook his head. “No, lassie. Done all I can, but some things can’t ever be put right. I’ll be back, no doubt about it, but I couldn’t stay here. Besides, I’ve still got something I want to do.”

Nils pushed himself to his feet and slung his pack over his shoulder. “What’s that, then?”

“Just an idea I had in Brink a while back. Nothing firmed up as yet. First things first. We need to get you back home.”

Nils hadn’t realized just how much he’d missed New Londdyr. He’d never been away for so long before, and after what he’d been through, he could think of nowhere he’d rather be.

“What about you, lassie?” Nameless said. “You coming with us?”

“To New Londdyr?” Ilesa’s face took on a grim set. “Don’t see why not. I’ve got plenty of unfinished business back there, most of it with a pale-faced shogger of a midget.”

“Shadrak?” Nameless said. “Now that’s something I’ve got to see. Problem is, his cover was blown last time I was in New Londdyr. I doubt he’ll have gone back there. I must warn you, though, I can’t be taking sides. Shadrak might be a nasty little backstabbing scut-bucket, but he’s a friend of mine.”

Ilesa gave him a smile that was anything but sweet. “Sure I can’t persuade you?” she said. The air around her shimmered as she shrank to the size of a dwarf and waggled her huge rump at him before turning back to her normal self once more.

Nameless rubbed his beard. “Well, lassie, I never like to say never.”

“So, what are they going to do?” Nils nodded toward the double doors.

“Old Moary will be interim regent while they sort it out. The rate the Council get things done, could be years before anyone sits on Arios’s throne.”

“What about—” Ilesa started but stopped when the double doors creaked open and Cordy stepped through. “Her,” she finished.

As Cordy walked toward them, Nameless went to meet her. They stared at each other for what seemed an eternity. Nils couldn’t be sure, but he thought Cordy’s eyes were wet with tears waiting to fall. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, then she put her arms around Nameless. At first, he didn’t respond, but then he returned the hug with one arm, the other hand holding onto the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. With excruciating slowness, Cordy released him then turned to head back through the doors.

Nameless muttered to himself, apparently lost in thought. He hung his head for a moment, but when he lifted it and turned back to face Nils and Ilesa, there was a glint in his eyes and a smile on his face.

“Let’s say our farewells to Silas and get going,” he said. “They’re having a big memorial service tomorrow for everyone else that died, but I don’t think I could stomach it.”

Nameless led them down a series of corridors until they stood once more on the shore of the inland sea with sunlight reflecting off the invisible sphere surrounding the city.

A funeral pyre had swiftly been built from rotting furniture, and a sizeable group of dwarves was already gathered, with more emerging from doors around the palace to take up their places.

Old Moary, supported by two helpers, trudged to the pyre with a line of councilors following behind and Cordy bringing up the rear.

Nameless, Ilesa, and Nils stood beside their friend’s headless corpse in silence as Old Moary rattled off some prayers. Someone passed him a flaming brand, which he touched to the pyre.

Nils turned away, tears streaming down his cheeks. Smoke got into his lungs and made him cough.

A strong hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he found himself looking straight into Nameless’s eyes.

“Make him proud, laddie, like you made me proud.”

“I will.” Nils sniffed. “I’m going to get that place at the Academy.”

He’d thought about it long and hard. There weren’t no way he was going back to the guild. Not ever. Last thing he wanted was to end up a shogger like his dad. Once he’d completed his studies, he planned to work through the Liber Via, see if it made sense.

“But first,” he told Nameless, “I have our story to write.”

“Splendid,” Nameless said. “Have you decided what to call it?”

Nils shrugged. “Don’t rightly know. Ain’t got a name yet.”

“Like the sound of it. Just make sure you don’t mention the gut, eh, laddie?” Nameless jiggled his paunch and chuckled.

They bade their farewells to the dwarves.

Abednago presented Nameless with a map of the known stepping stones across Qlippoth, and Old Moary gave him a costrel of Arnochian mead he’d filled from a keg in the cellars beneath the throne room.

Nameless’s eyes dwelt on Cordy so long, Nils thought he might have been under some magical influence or other, and then they were on their way, traipsing along the far shoreline toward a distant mountain range, beyond which Abednago had told them lay the zombie village and then the Malfen Pass.

“Can’t say I’m relishing the journey,” Ilesa said.

“Oh, pshaw, lassie,” Nameless said. “We have our good friend Nils here to entertain us along the way. This story of yours, laddie, why don’t you tell us what you’ve got in mind.”

“Well,” Nils said, “I’ve just been making notes about the final battle with Blightey on the bridge. I’ve got this great idea for you,” he told Ilesa, “for when you ram the scarolite pen in his back. That was a killer move, by the way.”

Ilesa almost smiled, but then she looked down at her feet. “So, I get a good part?”

“Oh, yeah,” Nils said. “That’s the best bit. You know, Silas once said the pen was mightier than the sword.”

Nameless pulled Old Moary’s costrel from his backpack and took a lusty swig. “Too true, laddie, too true.” He gave Paxy an affectionate pat and she purred in response. “But the axe is mightier still, eh, lassie?”

He strode on ahead, singing a bawdy song, seemingly without a care in the world.

Ilesa shrugged and set off after him, but Nils cast a long look back over the spires and minarets of Arnoch.

Smoke billowed in black clouds from Silas’s pyre, a reminder of all they’d suffered, all they’d lost.

It would have been so easy if he could have simply turned away and left it all behind, if the terrible things Blightey had planted in his mind could have been burned up along with Silas’s body. Something lost, something gained, Mom would have said.

He wouldn’t want to call himself a boy no more, that’s for sure. No, it was time he stood on his own two feet, time he started making a name for himself. Everyone would one day know of Nils Fargin, and that was a promise. He’d be the most famous writer in the whole of Malkuth, and the greatest scholar the Academy had ever known.

“Come on, laddie,” Nameless called back. “Twenty miles, and we can stop for another swig of mead.”

Nils laughed out loud, raised his hand in farewell to the dwarves watching from the outskirts of their new home, and then took the first step toward New Londdyr like he was walking on air.
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