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SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF

Book Three

CURSE OF THE BLACK AXE

The only thing keeping the Nameless Dwarf from once more becoming the Ravine Butcher is a helm made from the sorcerous ore, ocras, which he can never remove. Without the helm, he would succumb to the power of the black axe that caused the slaughter at Arx Gravis.

After a year of fighting in other people’s wars, Nameless receives a visit from one of the underworld tricksters—a faen—who tells him the day he has long waited for has arrived:

The philosopher Aristodeus has come up with a plan to destroy the black axe and free Nameless from the ocras helm.

With the aid of new companions and an old friend, the assassin Shadrak the Unseen, Nameless must retrieve three artifacts that, combined, will bring an end to his suffering:

The gauntlets of the fire giant, Sartis, whose lair lies in the roots of a volcano;

The invulnerable armor of the Lich Lord of Verusia—an undead tyrant with a penchant for impaling and the drinking of souls;

And the Shield of Warding, beneath which cowers a paranoid god on the fringe of the Abyss.

But things are never that simple. Each of the companions has their own reasons for joining the quests, even Shadrak, who has been bound by an irrevocable contract—

To kill the Nameless Dwarf.
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PROLOGUE

Ilesa Fana breathed in ash carried on the wind and coughed into her gloved hand. Black smoke mushroomed up from the docks, filling the air with acrid fumes. People were screaming in the distance, and someone was shouting out for the militia. She glanced both ways to make sure she’d not been heard above the clangor of steel on steel, the cries of rage and pain, then she slipped into the shadows of the buildings lining the water’s edge.

Up ahead, the other members of her guild, the Dybbuks, had found what they were looking for: a two-story warehouse with the kind of doors you normally only saw on senatorial strongholds. They were steel-plated, riveted round the edges.

She abandoned stealth and strode to the doors, where Master Plaguewind and the fat man were engaged in a hushed conversation. “There’s no way we’re getting in there,” she told them.

The ten men they’d brought with them were jittery, and one or two looked ready to run—or maybe make a move of their own. It had been a long time coming, this Night of the Guilds, and control of Jeridium’s underworld was up for grabs.

Master Plaguewind turned toward her. He was like a particularly dense shadow in his ankle-length coat. There was fire in the glass eyes of his mask, reflected from the burning buildings on the fringes of the docks. The beak-like nose jutted at her like a dagger. If he had a mouth, it would no doubt be curled in a sneer, but none of his features were visible beneath the molding. There wasn’t even a mouth-slit. It was the tilt of the head to one side that told her what he was thinking before he gave it muffled voice.

“You think we’d be here if we couldn’t open the doors?”

The fat man took a crystal disk from his jacket pocket and inserted it into a slot at the edge of one of the doors. He glanced at Plaguewind, whipped out a handkerchief, and mopped the sweat from his glistening head.

“Now what?” Ilesa asked.

“Now we enter,” the fat man said. There was the hint of an accent, but mostly he sounded posh, like a lord or a senator. His clothes were posh, too: a charcoal-grey suit with hairline stripes, shiny black shoes, and a necktie shaped like a butterfly. She hadn’t liked the look of him since he’d set foot in their hideout the day before yesterday, apparently at Master Plaguewind’s invitation.

A low drone started up, and the doors slid apart. The fat man collected his disk and slipped in first, as if he owned the place.

Plaguewind’s head tilt this time reeked of smugness. He leaned on his staff and waved Ilesa in next.

She paused in the doorway, looked up into Plaguewind’s glassy eyes while angling a glance at the fat man’s back. “You trust him?”

“Much as I trust anyone.”

“He’s a Night Hawk. A defector.”

Plaguewind threw his arm about her shoulder and nodded for the men to go in.

“We’re all defectors, Ilesa. One way or another.”

That cut her to the bone. She should never have told him about her life in Portis, about how she’d abandoned her brother, Davy.

“You think you know me,” she said. “But you don’t.”

“What?” Plaguewind said. “Oh, Ilesa, it isn’t always about you. I only meant that in this game, we all jump ship when we have to, or when it’s worth our while.”

“You even know who he is?”

“Remember how Shadrak the Unseen took out the Pinchers?”

Ilesa snapped her head back toward the open doorway. She could just about make out the fat man’s bald head amid the men going in.

“That’s him? Albrec the poisoner?”

“Best there is,” Plaguewind said. “And now he’s working for us.”

He turned to enter the building when an ear-shattering boom rolled across the water. Hot air blasted Ilesa against the warehouse wall, and her knees buckled. She felt Plaguewind’s hand on her arm, keeping her up.

“Inside,” he said. His voice was mushy in her ears. She could barely hear him, yet he looked to be shouting. “Bastard Night Hawks are rallying!”

Ilesa blinked her eyes into focus on the river. A barge was on fire, and there was fierce fighting on the far bank. Dozens of men were in the water, wading across, flaming torches held high, daggers glinting between their teeth.

Plaguewind dragged her inside the warehouse, left her reeling on her feet. Her ears were ringing, and her nose and throat were thick with sulfur.

“Black powder!” Plaguewind said, singling out Albrec. “You forgot to mention that, fat boy.”

Albrec fanned himself with his handkerchief. “I had no idea. Honestly.”

Plaguewind’s chin dropped to his chest. He wasn’t happy, but he was giving Albrec the benefit of the doubt. “Seal the door.”

Albrec fished out his silver disk and hurried to obey.

“They’ll smoke us out,” Ilesa said. “Burn this place.”

“No,” Plaguewind said, strolling to one of the crates stacked in rows on the floor. “They won’t.”

He slid the lid off and beckoned for Ilesa to look. It was crammed full with dried black and brown leaves, and gave off a pungent aroma, tinged with sweetness.

“Somnificus?” she said. “In all of them?” There must have been more than a hundred crates. If they all contained somnificus, why, that would mean—

“Millions of shekels,” Albrec said, ambling back from the door. “If you know how to control the flow onto the streets.”

Plaguewind nodded, his beak-nose slicing the air, making him look like a demented bird. “He who controls the somnificus…”

“Controls the guilds,” Ilesa finished for him.

“The Night Hawks started shipping it in from Portis,” Albrec said. “My job was overseeing the overseers, to make sure none went missing. Shadrak’s idea. He’s what you might call a control freak.”

Portis. Ilesa couldn’t think of it as home anymore. Too many bad memories. Too much left behind. Let those old wounds open up, and she’d likely bleed to death.

“But he’d know,” Ilesa said to Plaguewind. “Shadrak. If fat boy’s got access to this warehouse, and now he’s gone over to the other side, then…”

She trailed off when she recognized Plaguewind’s nodding for a conceited, “All part of the plan.”

Albrec was grinning. “He’s no fool. They’ve been following me for days, waiting to see what I do.”

“So, it’s a trap,” Ilesa said, her sword already halfway from its scabbard.

Plaguewind stopped her with a sharp look. “For Shadrak, not for us.”

The rumble of voices came from outside, muffled by the steel door Albrec had closed just in time.

“Don’t worry about them,” Albrec said. “No one sets foot in here save Shadrak and my successor.”

“Who is?” Ilesa said.

Albrec sniggered and looked to Plaguewind, but the master had stiffened. Had he sensed something? Or was it just the thrill of being so close to what he had planned?

“Buck Fargin, I imagine,” Albrec said. “A nauseating little toe-rag who’s destined to one day lord it over the unified guilds of Jeridium.”

“Was,” Plaguewind said, almost absently. “Was destined.”

“Naturally,” Albrec said. “Until your own stupendous ascension. My point is, there’s no way that flaccid little prick is going to risk his scrawny neck coming here in the middle of a guild war. So—”

“Shadrak will come,” Ilesa finished for him. Her breathing quickened, and she licked her lips. Was this the moment she finally got to see Shadrak the Unseen? His name was whispered everywhere. It was common knowledge he had the run of the Night Hawks and had moved in on all the other major guilds, save for the Dybbuks, and Koort Morrow’s outfit. Master Plaguewind still had a tight grip, largely on account of the fear his sorcery engendered. They might be a bunch of thieving, backstabbing cutthroats, but the Dybbuks were far from ripe for the taking.

Albrec was nodding enthusiastically, but Plaguewind was all business. He gathered the men together and spoke quietly with each in turn. They all produced glass bottles and started to uncork them.

“Why doesn’t Shadrak wait?” Ilesa thought aloud. “Why not starve us out?”

“Because of the other secret I haven’t shared with you,” Plaguewind said, coming back over. “One of several, actually.”

Albrec’s grin was starting to get up Ilesa’s nose. “But fat boy knows, clearly.”

“We planned it together,” Plaguewind said. “No one knows Shadrak like Albrec. No one knows his operations better, either. This… battle over the docks is nothing but a ruse. Oh, the Night Hawks have pushed us back, and we’ve lost a lot of people, but it’ll be worth it.”

“It’s a diversion?” Ilesa said. “You always were a devious bastard.”

“Albrec’s given us the locations of every Night Hawk strong house in the city. You wondered why I hadn’t been around much these past few days. Well, it’s because we’ve been to meeting after meeting, shoring up last ditch alliances to stop Shadrak from taking absolute control. While our forces have been clashing in the docks and we made our way here, hundreds of assassins have been moving in on Night Hawk positions. But that’s not all. Albrec knows Shadrak. Knows what he looks like, where he stays. Chances are, we won’t have to use those potions the men have, but it’s always good to have insurance.”

“You mean, he could already be dead?”

Albrec nodded like a mad man, but Plaguewind lifted his glassy eyes and looked slowly around the shadows collecting in the corners of the warehouse.

“What’s in those bottles, anyway?” Ilesa asked. “Potions, you say?”

“One swig of that stuff and a man will grow twice as strong, twice as fast, and twice as aggressive,” Albrec said. “Well, I may be selling it a bit short. Ten times would be more accurate.”

Plaguewind nodded. “Albrec is friends with—”

“Associate,” Albrec said. “An associate of.”

“Magwitch the Meddler,” Plaguewind said.

“The mad mage?” Magwitch was the crazy the Senate used for all their security. His talents were legendary, but hardly anyone could afford his services. Many a guildmaster had tried coercion, but the magical backlash was enough to persuade them never to try again.

A shadow descended behind Plaguewind. Ilesa opened her mouth to warn him, but thunder cracked, and she averted her eyes from a blinding flash.

Silvery motes lit up around Plaguewind in a sphere—his sorcerous ward.

The shadow landed lightly on the floor of the warehouse. Not a shadow: a cloak, fanned out like the wings of a bat. The hood fell back to reveal a face as white as bone. Pink eyes took in everything in the warehouse in a single sweep. He was small, barely the height of a child. Shaven head, the stubble white; box beard, pallid hands, each of them gripping… a wand? One was smoking, the other coming to bear on Plaguewind’s sparking ward. It boomed, and the ward flashed silver and fizzled out.

“My eyes!” Plaguewind cried, hands flying to his mask.

The other weapon bucked and roared, and this time Plaguewind screamed as he pitched to the floor, clutching his thigh.

The tiny assassin leveled both weapons at Plaguewind’s head.

“Potions!” Plaguewind cried. He groped at the air, turning his head and clearly seeing nothing. “Now!”

The men knocked back the contents of their bottles.

The assassin turned one of his weapons on Albrec, kept the other covering Plaguewind.

“Shadrak…” Albrec said, raising his hands.

One of the men clutched his throat and keeled over. His bottle smashed as it hit the floor.

Plaguewind gasped. “What’s happening?”

Another man collapsed, and another, until all ten Dybbuks fell amid the shower of breaking glass.

Shadrak dropped his aim on Albrec. “Good boy,” he said.

Albrec let out a huff and made a show of mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

“You…” Plaguewind said, trying to locate Albrec by the sound of his voice. “You betrayed me.”

Albrec shrugged and set about folding his handkerchief with great precision.

“Ilesa?” Plaguewind turned his mask, trying to find her. The slump of his shoulders told her he knew it was over. “Change,” he said. “Change!”

Into what? A rat, like the last time she’d shifted? A snake? That was all she’d achieved under Plaguewind’s instruction. In Portis, she’d managed a mermaid once to please Davy, and there was that one time that hadn’t been under her control. A wolf-woman like she’d become then could have ripped out Shadrak’s throat, but—she eyed the weapons that were once more both pointing at Plaguewind—she’d never get close enough.

First one weapon fired, then the other. Plaguewind slammed back against the floor, bright blood blossoming from his shoulder and guts. He tried to stem the flow with his fingers, even as Shadrak advanced to stand over him.

“Change!” Plaguewind croaked, looking around blindly. “Ilesa!”

“I can’t,” Ilesa mouthed, no sound coming out.

Shadrak turned his pink eyes her way and put a booted foot on Plaguewind’s throat. “Shame for you, darling, is that you saw me.”

“He likes to remain unseen,” Albrec explained.

A shiver ran through Ilesa’s body, and she swayed as if she were aboard a ship on a stormy sea. She heard the boom of Shadrak’s weapon, winced against the pain, but felt nothing.

“Shit!” Shadrak said. Suddenly, he seemed a giant, looming over her. “Where’d she go?”

Ilesa had scuttled halfway across the floor before she realized she’d changed without knowing it.

Not a rat. Not a snake. Something even more appropriate, she thought as she found a crack in the wall and crawled though it.

A cockroach.

Plaguewind cried out once more, a plea that turned into a wail and was cut off by a final resonant boom.

 




ONE

The Sea of Weeping lashed the shoreline with waves of jade, silver, and gold. A chaos of rip tides wrenched the waters every which way, and white horses galloped across the wave tops, leaving a trail of foam.

The Nameless Dwarf looked stood atop the hills east of the village of Fenmar, cradling the woodman’s axe the locals had armed him with. The farm-folk flanking him leaned on their scythes and pitchforks, faces painted somber. Jethor Lult’s phalanx of villagers armed with makeshift pikes held the center, twenty men wide, but only four ranks deep. It was the best they could muster. Anyone who could fight, would fight.

Lult himself stood out like a sore thumb in his moth-eaten cloak and tunic, the sandals, kilt, and rectangular shield he’d brought into retirement with him from his days as a Jeridium legionary.

A ragged line of youths with hunting bows made up the left flank. Some of them had leashed rabbit hounds lying obediently at their sides.

It wasn’t much. It might not be enough. But it was either stand and fight, or pack up and leave; because the reavers were coming, and this time they were coming in force.

One by one, their iron ships came into view around the headland. They were high-prowed and broad-faced. Flaking grey paint clung like dead skin to keels riddled with rust. There were no sails among them. They drifted toward the shore by some sorcerous means of propulsion.

Six, Nameless counted—then a seventh appeared, then an eighth—each packed to the brim with creatures that may have once been men.

Murmurs passed among the farmers standing with him. There was a tangible wilting of resolve, and some started to inch back. They had known what was coming, and they’d prepared as best they could; but imagining a battle and actually waiting for it to start were two different things.

“Courage, laddies,” Nameless said, voice a resonant rumble from within his ocras great helm.

Someone pointed to the gully that afforded some degree of protection to their right flank where a woman crested the rise. She was a big-boned lassie with a massive spiked club over one shoulder. Her hair was woven into grey dreadlocks. Bone piercings disfigured her face, and her flabby arms were blue with tattoos a baresark would have been proud of.

“That’s Taryn Glave,” an old man said with hushed awe. To Nameless, he explained, “She lives alone in the woods. Comes to the village sometimes with skins to barter.”

“Aye,” another said. “She was a chieftain near Illius, till the tribe chased her off for not siring an heir.”

Taryn Glave stood twenty yards from them, glared, and then nodded. She was here to fight.

Dom Nilo, the closest thing Fenmar had to a mayor, came up the slope behind, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with bottles. He was followed by a stick-thin man in a black coat and hat.

“Thanks for staying, Nameless,” Dom Nilo said. “Since the wolf-men came, we’ve been vulnerable, and the reavers know it.”

Nameless had only intended to stay the week. It was the same everywhere he went: he always needed to allow travel time back to the Mountain of Ocras, so the philosopher Aristodeus could re-feed him.

“My honor, laddie. You’ve treated me like one of your own, and that means a lot to me.”

“You are one of us,” Dom Nilo said. “We’re all wanderers and outcasts in Fenmar, just looking for some place to call our own. I wish you’d reconsider staying.”

“Perhaps one day, I will,” Nameless said. A year roaming around Medryn-Tha was starting to take its toll. As a penance for what he’d done to the dwarves of Arx Gravis, it was warranted, but there was no sign it was working.

Maybe a place like Fenmar was where he belonged: a village of those whose faces no longer fit anywhere else; people who had brought their skills with them to throw into the community pot. There were tanners and fletchers, hunters, fishers, former soldiers, crooks, thieves, bandits. But, from what he had seen this past week, there was no crime. The simple law of Fenmar was pull together or perish, and no one seemed to disagree.

“Now, these reavers: it sounds to me there’s a lot more to this attack than raping and pillaging.”

“There is,” the skinny man said. He looked Nameless up and down with snake eyes. His face was sallow, crusted with flakes above the eyebrows and around his lipless mouth. And it was indeed lipless. Diseased gums and jagged teeth gave it the appearance of a sphincter. “Their numbers are swelling. The Broken Isles they hail from are overrun with the vermin, but the Aculi people who live there ain’t exactly easy prey.”

“Nameless, this is Bolos the Skink,” Dom Nilo said. “Used to be a Maresman, and spent most his life hunting the husks coming over the Farfall Mountains.”

“Just don’t tell no one,” Bolos said. “Only ex-Maresman is a dead Maresman, the way they see it. It’s only the obscurity of Fenmar that’s kept me out of their way.”

“The same obscurity that stopped them coming to our aid when the wolf-men came,” Dom Nilo said. “Yet when the pack moved on to Portis, the Maresmen went to their aid.”

“Portis has a big fishing industry,” Bolos explained. “Serves the best eateries in Jeridium—the kinds of places senators like to eat—so you can guess why they thought it was important enough to save.” His cold eyes panned the shoreline below, taking in the eight boats that were even now beaching.

“Well, these reavers ain’t husks,” Dom Nilo said. “A husk doesn’t choose what it is; the Daeg just dreams them into existence. But these bastards: I don’t know what they are, but there’s evil in them, the kind you have to work at. I’ve seen what they do up and down the coast.”

The ramps at the front of the boats clanged open, and giant men spilled out, each a head and a half taller than an average human, and twice the height of a dwarf. They were naked, save for flesh-toned loincloths—flesh-toned to a human, that was, because the reavers themselves had skin as livid as a corpse’s. In place of hair, their scalps were ridged with spines, and they each had a single, plate-sized eye—a sickly yellow disk with no pupil. They were armed with cutlasses and spears, which glinted in the fierce light of the twin suns.

Dom Nilo wheeled his barrow in among the farmers and started handing out bottles. “Don’t drop them,” he cautioned. “There’s an alchemical mixture within that will explode. And make sure you don’t get any on your skin or clothes. It burns and burns and goes on burning, and water only makes it worse.”

Bolos shook his head and cursed. “Says he learnt to make it in Xanthus,” he told Nameless, “among the Slathians.”

“Slathians?” Nameless asked, eyes fixed on the assembled reavers below.

“Some of the nastiest husks you’ll ever find, and the only ones to settle this side of the Farfalls.”

“And the Senate permit this?”

“Whether they do or they don’t, it’s not for me to say,” Bolos said.

An arrow arced through the air toward the reavers and fell short.

“Hold your fire,” Jethor Lult yelled from the phalanx.

It would have been a fine thing, picking the reavers off with bows, but there weren’t enough arrows or archers. The boys had been drilled to fire and run, keep harrying the reavers’ flanks, while Lult drew them into the center. His phalanx was on the low ground between two hills. If the plan worked, Nameless was to lead a charge against the right flank. If it didn’t, and the reavers came for the two-score farmers that stood with him, they would have the hill to contend with, but unless the farmers could fall back to the flat, Lult and his pikemen would be worse than useless.

But that was the beauty of battle, Nameless supposed. Even the best laid plans were prone to being thwarted. In the Ravine Guard, Thumil had drilled them for every conceivable situation, and they had trained year in, year out at the Slean, but real combat like this… In Nameless’s lifetime, the Red Cloaks had only been put to the test once, and that was when he had emerged from Aranuin with the black axe.

The reavers fanned out along the shore in a single line. Those at the flanks moved inland a ways, forming a broad semicircle.

“What are they doing?” Dom Nilo said. “Why don’t they attack?”

“They’ve seen through Jethor Lult’s little ploy?” Nameless suggested. He knew he would have done. “You’d have to be a shogwit to cede us the high ground; and to attack the center where the pikes could hold them long enough for us to crush their flanks… only a baresark drunk on Ironbelly’s would fall for that.”

“Then why didn’t you say something?” Bolos said.

“I’m just a grunt with an axe, laddie. Lult’s the local strategist, and I respect his command.”

“Even if it’s foolhardy?”

“Back home, you disobey a superior and you lose a week’s worth of tokens,” Nameless said. “Next time, it’s a month’s. If the lack of mead doesn’t kill you, the shame of it will. Any dwarf stupid enough to continue with their insubordination will end up making a living from the circle fights, till some raging baresark chokes them out or snaps their spine.”

“Sometimes orders are meant to be broken,” Bolos said.

“Is that why you’re here, laddie? Why you left the Maresmen?”

Bolos glared down at the beached boats and the hundred or so reavers stretched out in front of them. “They’re waiting for something,” he said. “And I dare say it ain’t good.”

Nameless noticed the former Maresman had no weapon. He recalled the husk hunter he’d encountered on the road to Jeridium with Shadrak and Zaylus. That one had a flame-wreathed fist, which he’d used to devastating effect.

One of the reavers broke from the line and strode along it, barking out guttural sounds that may have been words. He held something aloft in one hand.

“What is that?” Nameless asked.

Bolos squinted. “A conch shell.”

The lone figure of Taryn Glave took a step toward the sloping face of the hill. She’d seen it, too, and something about it clearly unsettled her. She rolled her spiked club from her shoulder and thumped its head into the ground so she could lean on it.

The reaver with the conch approached the defenders until he stood midway between both forces. He raised the twisted shell like a threat.

One of the farmers dropped his britches and showed the reaver his arse. Jeers and laughter passed along the ranks of defenders.

“Careful, laddie,” Nameless said, “you don’t want to give him an idea where to shove that conch.”

Blushing, the man re-fastened his britches.

“Just saying,” Nameless said, “but I don’t disagree with the sentiment.”

Turning to face the sea, the reaver lifted the conch to his lips and sounded a single sonorous note. It carried eerily across the foaming waves, lingering long in the air before it trailed away to silence.

There was no sound now save the background susurrus of the surf hitting the shore and receding.

The waters grew agitated farther out to sea. They roiled and bubbled. Froth sprayed and eddies swirled, and then something dark burgeoned beneath the surface. It grew larger as it cut a line for the shore. Scaly bumps rolled above the waves, undulating toward the beach, and the reavers opened their line to welcome it.

 




TWO

What the Abyss is that?” Dom Nilo said.

Worried looks passed between the farmers. In the valley to their left, Jethor Lult’s phalanx seemed to lose cohesion. The archers on the other side began to nock arrows to wavering bows. Rabbit hounds yipped and barked, some of them moving to the crown of the hill and growling.

“Big is what it is, laddie,” Nameless said. “But nothing to worry about. Back home, I used to wrestle with the Sag-Urda monster.” He didn’t. He couldn’t even swim. “Now there was a beastie that would have eaten this wee nipper for breakfast.”

The creature thrashed and wriggled its way onto the beach, a monstrous wyrm as long as the line of reavers was wide. Its segmented body was mottled green and black. As it crawled inland, water cascaded from its glistening scales. It reared up and swayed, scenting the air. And that’s when Nameless saw its maw: a bristling circle of saber-length fangs framed by mandibles like a crab’s.

“Reminds me of a lassie I once knew from the wharfs,” Nameless said. “Had me scratching for a week and passing shards of glass instead of water.”

No one was listening.

The beast started to snake its way toward the phalanx.

“Draw it off,” Nameless said to Dom Nilo. “Lult’s men will be slaughtered.”

Arrows looped into the sky from the left flank. Most fell short, but the one or two that hit bounced off the beast’s scales and stuck in the sand.

“Draw it off how?” Dom Nilo said.

“Those bottles you brought, laddie. Put them to some use.”

“It’s way out of range,” Dom Nilo said.

“Then it’s time we got closer.”

Nameless started down the slope as sure-footed as a ravine goat. The few brave enough to follow him scooted down on their backsides. He glanced behind to see who had come and who hadn’t. The majority of the force remained atop the hill, but five men were with him, among them Dom Nilo and Bolos. All of them held two bottles. He only hoped it was enough.

The behemoth issued a gaseous belch. The beach shook as it drove a furrow through the sand, mandibles clacking.

“Brace!” Jethor Lult ordered.

Pikes so long they passed from the back ranks to the front were brought to bear. The monster surged straight at them, the wind of its roar buffeting the phalanx and driving the men back.

“Now!” Nameless yelled.

Five bottles sailed overhead. Three of them struck the wyrm and burst into flames. The other two landed softly in the sand and failed to break.

The beast howled and swung its ghastly head toward the bottle-throwers. It changed course and barreled up the side of the hill.

Five more bottles shattered against its hide, and the monster was engulfed in flame. But still it came on.

“Run!” Nameless cried. And then he bellowed “Kunaga!” and hurtled downhill to clash with the beast.

The wyrm’s flaming head whiplashed down, but Nameless rolled beneath it and came up, slinging a thunderous blow into its underbelly. The axe bit deep, and dark ichor spilled. He wrenched the blade free and spun to meet the head snaking round behind him. He stared into its venomous maw as it shot down at him. A deft twist, a well-timed strike, and he shattered its teeth. The wyrm thrashed and shuddered, coils of segmented body rolling up the beach.

Lult’s phalanx slammed into the wyrm’s side. Wooden pikes tore through its hide, some exiting the other side. Flames leapt from its burning body and erupted along the shafts. The men had no choice but to let go and draw chipped and rusted swords.

The reavers saw the opportunity and charged at Lult’s unprotected flank.

Arrows rained down from the hilltop. A handful of reavers fell. The rest continued, howling cries that betokened slaughter.

Then rabbit hounds were among them, snarling, worrying, rending.

Nameless ducked beneath the wyrm’s head and it passed over top. Heat from the alchemical mixture blazing across its scales scorched his shoulders, but the ocras helm nullified much of it. The wyrm back-lashed and flung him across the beach. He landed heavily, but the sand was soft, and then Bolos was there, between Nameless and the beast.

Lult’s men broke off from the wyrm to defend themselves against the reavers. The two forces clashed with a tumult of roars and steel on steel. Dogs scurried in and out of the fighting, nipping at friend and foe indiscriminately.

Bottles sailed overhead, shattering among the reavers and sending dozens of them screaming toward the sea.

Smoke billowing from its blistering hide, the wyrm roared. It homed in on Nameless as he found his feet, but when it darted forward, the air around Bolos shimmered. The ex-Maresman’s clothes burst apart in tatters, and his body swelled to twice its size. Scales sprouted to cover his naked skin, and bony plates jutted all along his spine, which extended into a sinuous tail. His face grew long and snouted, and powerful jaws gaped wide as he half-hissed, half-roared.

The wyrm slammed into him, and Bolos caught on fire. His jaws clamped down, and he ripped out a huge chunk of flaming flesh. The wyrm rolled, tried to dislodge him, but Bolos raked for purchase with razor-sharp talons. He ripped and gouged and pummeled, and then he screamed as he began to melt under the heat of the flames.

Nameless ran in and delivered a woodman’s chop with the axe. The head bit true, but flames licked up the haft and he had to let go.

A bloodcurdling cry from behind had him turning—straight into the path of a cutlass. He swayed aside and hit the reaver with a left hook to the temple. A dozen more came at him before the first hit the ground.

Taryn Glave ripped into the reavers like a demented goddess of war. Her spiked club bludgeoned and bashed. Skulls cracked, arms broke, and by the time they reacted to her onslaught, half were already down.

The death throes of the wyrm sent its tail scything through the reavers. Those that weren’t crushed burst into flame.

All along the beach, blazing reavers threw themselves into the sea, but when they touched the water, the flames surged higher, until all that was left of them was charred carcasses bobbing on the waves.

Jethor Lult urged his men to regroup, and led them in a final rout, driving the reavers back to their iron boats.

On the beach, the wyrm gave a last shuddering roar and lay still.

Melted to its side in a blistered heap was the lizard-formed corpse of Bolos the Skink.
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“Thirty-three dead, fifteen more injured badly enough to need your ministrations,” Jethor Lult reported to Dom Nilo.

The beach was strewn with bodies, most of them reavers. The last of the iron ships was no more than a black speck vanishing into the rising mist.

“Used to be a surgeon, back in the day,” Dom Nilo explained.

“Before Xanthus?” Nameless asked.

“Aye, before Xanthus. Poor old Bolos never quite shook off his Maresman suspicion of anything that comes by way of Cerreth, and there’s no doubt that’s where the Slathians who rule Xanthus came from. But in my experience, not everything that comes from the other side of the Farfalls is the big evil menace the Senate of Jeridium would have us believe.”

Villagers started to gather together, giving each other congratulatory hugs. A cluster formed around Nameless, and before he knew it, they hoisted him overhead, throwing him in the air and catching him, over and over again. Cheers went up, along with cries of “Nameless! Nameless! Nameless!”

When they set him down, he was moved to tears. He’d not felt so much a part of anything since Arx Gravis, and even then it had been back before Thumil and Cordy had married. Before Droom had died. Before Lukar and Aranuin, the black axe and the butchery.

He could have gladly set up home here among these people who didn’t ask questions about his past, and who accepted him for what he was. Even the fact he was encased in an ocras great helm drew only the most cursory of glances. They were practical folk, from all manner of hard lives. And they all had buried secrets that no one in Fenmar gave a flying shog about.

Jethor Lult grasped Nameless by the wrist. “Thank you, Nameless. I’ll never forget how you charged that thing and drew it away from my lads. The reason I never got a command in the legions was because I couldn’t improvise. I was fine following orders, and knew all the basic strategies, but do something unexpected, and I fall apart.”

“You did fine, laddie. You all did,” Nameless told the men and boys of the phalanx grouped behind Lult. “You should be proud of yourselves.”

Dom Nilo clapped a hand on Nameless’s shoulder. “Sure I can’t persuade you to change your mind? Fenmar’s just a fledgling community, but these are good folk. You’d be more than welcome.”

“Aye, laddie, I know. And I’m, glad to call you my friends, but I’m due a feeding in a couple of weeks, and Fenmar’s about as far from the Mountain of Ocras as you can get.”

Dom Nilo frowned at mention of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. “So, you’re still heading west, then. Make sure you give Portis a miss. Whole place stinks of fish, and I hear it’s at the heart of the somnificus being shipped to Jeridium, which means it’ll be rife with crime. Brink’s where you want to head for. It’s midway between here and the Dead Lands. It’s supposed to be the up-and-coming town, but I’ve never felt inclined to head that way and see for myself.”

“Brink, eh? Am I going to need a map?”

“Pah!” Taryn Glave said.

Nameless hadn’t seen her approach. She was spattered with blood, and the spiked end of her club was drenched with gore.

“Follow the Origo River to the Chalice Sea, then go cross-country as the crow flies. My people used to raid there, before the Senate garrisoned the towns.”

“Brink it is, then,” Nameless said. “Obliged to you, lassie.”

Taryn Glave hawked and spat at her feet—Nameless had the feeling it was meant to be a mark of respect.

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t do the same,” Nameless said. “Spitting in a great helm is something I’ve learned to avoid.”

“Here,” she said, handing him a costrel. “You should fill it from the Origo. The water is good there. Cool and pure.”

The liquid food Aristodeus pumped into his stomach was some wonder of the Ancients of Vanatus, which to Nameless’s mind was another way of saying it was faen lore. Apparently, it replicated water, enough to keep him hydrated for a month, and while he might still experience pangs of hunger, his body had all that it needed for energy and repair. Nevertheless, he decided to accept the gift of the costrel. He could sense it was a rare gesture from Taryn Glave.

“Thank you, lassie. I’ll think of you every time I drink from it.”

The longer he stayed, the harder it would be to leave, and so, with the shake of many hands and a promise to return when he could, he pointed himself in the direction of the setting suns and headed for Brink.

 




THREE

Brink turned out to be a shog-hole.

Nameless’s first thought when he passed the outlying smallholdings and entered the main street was to pass right on through and spend another night beneath the stars.

Most of the buildings were boarded up and looked set to crumble into dust. The few that were still in use were scabby with peeling paint, and tiles were missing from roofs. Those that had windows had broken windows, and no one had bothered to sweep up the glass. The gutters were oozing with filth, and if it wasn’t rats scampering through it, it was unwashed children looking like they were panning for gold.

A big old building that used to be a bank, judging by the signage, had been converted into a barracks. Legionaries in soiled cloaks and scuffed-up sandals loitered about outside, smoking weedsticks and drinking kaffa. They looked up as Nameless passed, then went on chatting among themselves, as if it were every day a dwarf in an ocras helm came to town. The impression it gave was that they had seen it all before, or they didn’t give a shog.

Farther along the road a storefront stood out from the rest of the ramshackle shops selling their tawdry wares like a diamond in a dung pile. It had an enormous window of unbroken glass that was polished clear as crystal. Lettering had been engraved upon the glass in swirling script:

JARK SVENTIN: MASTER JEWELER

As Nameless peered through the window, a man in an immaculate grey tunic looked up from behind the counter then crossed to the door and cracked it open so he could poke his head out. His face was tight with suppressed irritation, and there was the barest wrinkling of his nose. He tilted his eye-glasses so he could peer over them.

“Sventin. Jark Sventin, at your service. How may I help you?”

“Nice store you keep, laddie,” Nameless said.

“I know. But I should warn you, quality comes at a price.”

Nameless stepped back from the window and gazed down the street. “Oh, I’m not looking to buy, unless you sell axes.”

Sventin indicated the lettering on his window with a theatrical sweep of his arm. “This, sir, is a jeweler’s, not a blacksmith’s. Might I suggest you try Gifforn’s forge over on the far side of town. You can’t miss it, what with all the clangor and smoke.”

“Thank you, I will. Now, tell me, where would you recommend for an overnight stay?”

Sventin whipped off his glasses and came to stand conspiratorially at Nameless’s shoulder. “Quite frankly, I wouldn’t. As you can see, Brink’s on the rise as a town, but that doesn’t mean it’s there yet. But we will get it there, mark my words. There are big investors starting to take an interest—an ex-Senator among them—and I have personally financed the bringing of law enforcement to town.”

“You have?”

“Sheriff Orton.” Sventin looked up and down the street, as if he were hoping the sheriff might materialize. When he didn’t, Sventin said, “Look, Brink might have been a free-for-all not too long ago, but we have standards now. Or rather, we are trying to establish them. I’m sure you have the best of intentions, but the helm and the armor: it creates the wrong impression.”

“Is that right?” Nameless said.

“I mean no offense. It’s just, times change, things move on.”

Nameless caught sight of activity on the verandah of a three-story building a few doors down. “That a hostel, laddie?”

“That, sir, is virtually a brothel.”

Leaving Sventin standing there shaking his head, Nameless went to take a look for himself.

A man with slicked-back grey hair, a mustache like an anaemic caterpillar, and a grimy white toga stood on the verandah. He was engaged in animated negotiations with a thick-set woman. From what Nameless picked up, the man was interested in buying the property. The woman merely nodded as she wiped her hands on her apron. The impression she gave was that she thought the man a pompous ass, but she was too polite to tell him.

“Madam,” Nameless said, “do you have a room available?”

She nodded dumbly.

“No,” the man said. “I’m sorry, but the hostel is in the process of changing hands. Good day.”

The woman shrugged apologetically, then went back to listening to the man’s persuasive proposal.

Nameless turned a circle, undecided about where to try next. He’d seen enough of Brink to know Dom Nilo must have misheard his sources. Brink was as up-and-coming as Kunaga’s House of Ale, which was as close to the bottom of Arx Gravis as any self-respecting dwarf would go.

He could hear the pounding of hammers on anvils in the distance, and was about to start off toward the noise, when he noticed the boarded-up property opposite the hostel.

It was a broad, one-story building with some solid-looking brickwork. Planks had been nailed over a couple of swing doors that made him think of the fancy upper-tier taverns back home.

He crossed the street and peeked through a gap in the boards covering the windows. The space inside was virtually one enormous room with a stone floor and good sturdy rafters. There was a door at the back, and off to one side was an archway leading to a smaller room. A room with a bar.

It hit him like a mattock to the head: this place was meant for him. All that space, that solid floor, would make a perfect training space, like the Slean. If he could get hold of some weights like the ones Rugbeard had made for him in Arx Gravis… And there was room enough for sparring. He could even put some practice dummies in there for axe work. And capping it all, after a hard workout, he could slip through the archway and take a recovery beer—assuming he could ever drink again. Assuming Aristodeus came up with a way to remove the great helm without leaving him vulnerable to the black axe.

But it was a plan, a chink of hope. All he needed was some money, an investor, and maybe he really could forge a new life for himself.

“Morning, sir.”

Nameless spun away from the window. A slob of a soldier was looming over him, eyeing him with suspicion.

“Everything all right?” the soldier said.

Seeing the soldier’s protruding gut, his obvious lack of condition, only reinforced Nameless’s idea that he really could make a go of things in Brink.

“Where do you train, laddie?” he asked.

The soldier’s baffled expression was all the answer he needed.

“Thought as much. Thank you for giving me an idea.”

He could set up a gym with a beer hall attached, and he could earn a living training the troops the Senate sent to protect the town.

Nameless clapped the soldier on the arm. “Now, laddie, all I need’s the money to buy this place.”

“Very well, sir. As long as everything’s all right.” The soldier walked on, casting the odd look back over his shoulder.

A crow flapped down from the roof and landed beside Nameless in the road. The air shimmered about it, and in its place there now stood a faen. He was lean and hawkish, and he wore a cloak of feathers.

Nameless stepped back against the boarded-up swing doors. He glanced across at the hostel to see if anyone else had noticed, but the toga-clad man and the thick-set woman must have gone inside.

“Nameless Dwarf,” the faen said in a chirping voice. “You don’t know me, but I know you. And I know a friend of yours: Shadrak the Unseen.”

The assassin? The albino midget Nameless had at first taken for a faen.

“Shadrak’s in trouble, Nameless. He’s going to need your help. But more than that, it is almost time.”

“Time?”

Nameless’s mind was a whirl of emotions, thoughts, second guesses. The mere sight of a faen was enough to set his heart racing. He couldn’t help thinking of the one who had broken into the Scriptorium, the same one who had come to him in the chamber of the black axe and told him the ravine was under attack by demons. The faen were born to trickery. Deception and betrayal were as innate to them as breathing.

“Time for you to be free of that helm,” the faen said. “Time for the black axe to be destroyed.”

“You’re with the Sedition?” Nameless asked. “Did Aristodeus send you?”

“I am, and he did not—exactly.” Before Nameless could ask what that meant, the faen pressed on. “I am called Bird, and I urge you to hurry to Jeridium. Shadrak will soon be tasked with killing someone he should not, and it will set in play events that will drive him from the guilds he now controls.”

“Guilds? Does that mean he has money, laddie?”

“A lot of money,” Bird said. “I fear you are too late to prevent Shadrak from this deed, but”—and a look of pleading entered the faen’s eyes, so sincere that Nameless wondered if it might even be genuine—“I do not wish to see him die.”

Nameless would have gone anyway, without the need for a reward. He doubted the assassin saw it the same way, but after their shared experience thwarting the Unweaving, he considered Shadrak a friend. Nevertheless, if Shadrak was now a wealthy guild lord and he got out of this mess in one piece… He turned away and cast a longing look over the building he’d earmarked for his gym-cum-beer hall. “Laddie,” Nameless said, “you might have just made my day.”

When there was no response, he turned back, but Bird was gone. Across the street, a crow flew over the roof of the hostel.

Nameless couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt so full of purpose. He had to have the gym, and if that meant traipsing all the way to Jeridium to help out a friend in need, then so be it.

But then a shadow fell across his enthusiasm. It was almost time, the faen had said. Time to be freed of the helm; time to destroy the black axe. It was what he wanted, even more than the gym, but hearing the words from a faen only made him wonder what was going to go wrong.

He drew in a long breath and let it out in a sigh. Nothing that was worth achieving came without risks, and had Bird not said he was with the Sedition? The faen, Mephesch, who had delayed Sektis Gandaw’s Unweaving at Aristodeus’s behest was a member of the Sedition, and he’d turned out all right, hadn’t he?

A rush of air from the distant forge bellows roused him from his thoughts, and almost without thinking, he started in its direction.

If Shadrak really did need his help, he had no doubt the stakes would be high, and that meant he was going to need that new axe.

 




FOUR

Shadrak let out an appreciative whistle. “Look at the jugs on that.”

Amid a shower of sparks and a billowing cloud of smoke, the near-naked Dame Consilia floated down from the ceiling above the stage. Well, not floated exactly; she was lowered from the fly floor by two sweating stagehands paying out the ropes.

Shadrak couldn’t take his eyes from those swollen breasts, barely covered by a wisp of silk. A ruby in the dame’s navel sparkled with reflected light from the lanterns above the proscenium. Beneath that, strips of diaphanous gold did little to hide her womanhood and left her long, graceful legs smooth and bare. Atop her head, her platinum hair had been wound up into two devil’s horns.

“Look, I tell you.” He kept his voice low, speaking from the shadows at the back of their theater box.

Albrec was looking, but not at the stage. “You watch the jugs; I’ll keep an eye on the husband.”

Koort Morrow was in the box opposite, engaged in hushed conversation with the goons either side of him. All business, Morrow. Shadrak guessed that’s what made him the greatest threat to the Night Hawks. Maybe the only threat left.

Morrow held up a hand to the man whispering in his ear, long enough to take a bite of pie. Cherry pie. His favorite. Albrec had it all filed away in his head—what people liked to eat, what they had a weakness for. That’s why the poisoner had sent a few slices over to Morrow’s box, courtesy of Queenie’s Fine Diner.

“Enjoy,” Albrec said, rubbing his hands together, and making it all too obvious, as far as Shadrak was concerned.

There was a flurry of movement up in the gods. Shadrak couldn’t see much without showing himself. It didn’t help that there was a thick pall of weedstick smoke hanging overhead. Not just weedstick, judging by the pungent smell. He was sure it was laced with somnificus.

“What’s going on up there?” he asked.

Albrec took out his hanky to mop his brow as he glanced up, then straight back down at Morrow. “Mal Vatès is here.” The poisoner leaned forward over the edge of the loge, blocking what little was left of Shadrak’s view with his pinstriped arse. “Probably had a few too many after the inauguration.”

“Bit late, ain’t he? Seeing as this bollocks is for him.”

Shadrak angled another look at the stage. Dame Consilia was dancing suggestively through a chorus line of muscular slaves, giving each a quick feel as she spouted some crap about the Abyss or something.

“It’s not every day you get elected First Senator of Jeridium,” Albrec said.

Shadrak guessed it was a big thing to most people, but it hadn’t been exactly unexpected, what with Vatès’ predecessor, Reegers, getting into bed with the guilds. There had been an agreement between the Senate and the Night Hawks, who pretty much accounted for ninety per cent of all the shit that went down in the city since the Night of the Guilds. The problem was, Koort Morrow had gone and blown the whistle on Reegers, and that left the Senate with nowhere to go but back to the polls.

“What is this shite, anyway?” Shadrak said, pressing himself back against the curtain at the rear of the loge. He noticed Albrec’s hands clenching into fists and said, “Don’t look so eager. Someone will see.” Morrow had goons everywhere. Half the theater was his tonight, the other half filled with Vatès’ hangers-on.

Albrec sat back in his chair and stole a quick glance at the stage.

Dame Consilia approached the ogling crowd at the front, bestowing a touch here and there on outstretched hands. Someone got overexcited and tried to get his face between her breasts. One of Morrow’s goons yanked him back and held him still while another broke his face. Stupid scut. But you had to admire his nerve.

When the dame continued her speech without any indication she’d been ruffled, Albrec finally got around to replying. “The play is one of Bent Horrigan’s. It’s called Mananoc’s Disciple.”

“Never heard of it.”

“This is the infamous soliloquy of the succubus,” Albrec said. “It’s supposed to give you an insight into what the ladies want—though why anyone would care about such things, I’ll never know.”

Shadrak strained his ears to catch what the dame was saying. Not that it mattered much, what women wanted, because they still wouldn’t want it from him. That was the trouble with being the height of a child. It didn’t help that he was white as a sheet, and most everyone found the pink of his eyes disturbing. Great for intimidation, but shit for all else.

“Load of bleeding bollocks,” he muttered, looking back at Morrow’s box when he saw Albrec stiffen.

Morrow had turned green. The two men beside him helped him from his chair and rushed him out the back of the loge.

Dame Consilia glanced over from the stage. Only for a second. She was a real pro and instantly snapped back into her role. Except she fluffed a line and stood there like a lemon till someone prompted from the wings: “And what big balls you have, sir dwarf.”

Murmurs rumbled about the auditorium, and all eyes shifted to Morrow’s empty box.

Dame Consilia struggled on, but her cheeks were red, and she kept glancing off stage.

“I’ll follow them outside, see if it worked,” Shadrak said.

Albrec turned away from the stage. “And why would you do that?”

“Just in case.”

“In case I got the dose wrong?”

“I trust you, Albrec. Really. But I still have to check.”

Never leave anything to chance, was Shadrak’s motto. He wouldn’t have gotten where he was today, if he’d not been so careful. He’d never have survived so long among the guilds in Vanatus, never mind made it as boss of the Night Hawks and unifier of all the guilds in Jeridium.

All but Morrow’s.

And that was about to change.

“Wait here,” he said, as he slipped through the curtain at the back of the box.

The ruffle of the curtain was instantly followed by a swirl of dust motes in the corridor beyond. The air shimmered, and then there was another ruffle, this time from a brown robe that flickered into view, growing quickly denser, more solid. There was no face beneath the drooping cowl, just a blinding brilliance that made Shadrak throw a hand over his eyes. His free hand went to the grip of a flintlock, for all the good it would do.

“What the shog do you want?” he asked, before he could stop himself.

The Archon’s robe rippled, and flames erupted from where his face should have been.

Shadrak stumbled back into the curtain and dropped to one knee. He hated himself for it, but what else could he do, save wait and learn from each time the bastard put in an appearance?

“Leave your scheming and attend to mine,” the Archon said in his rustling voice.

“I’m busy.” Shadrak stood and made to walk past, but the air in front of him took on the solidity of a wall.

“Our agreement is binding.”

“Tell me about it.” It was a contract that had been sealed with irresistible bait: Shadrak’s foster mother. He’d seen Kadee—or her ghost—that first time the Archon had appeared to him outside the lore craft. Kadee was the carrot to the Archon’s stick, but if there was some chance she was really alive and that he might see her again, then he saw no choice but to play along. At least for now.

A round of applause came from the auditorium, and by the sounds of it, people were starting to leave.

“Quickly,” the Archon said, “your target will be among the first out.”

“I doubt it,” Shadrak said. “If Morrow’s not choking on his own vomit while his organs turn to soup, he’s probably backstage feeling up his tart of a wife by now.”

“Your real target. Mine.”

The swish of the curtain behind made Shadrak turn to see Albrec peering through the gap with eyes as big as plates.

“Oh,” the poisoner said, dropping the curtain back in place. “Sorry.”

“My real target?” Shadrak said, turning back to the Archon.

“The man this play should have been named for.”

“Mananoc’s Disciple?”

“Indeed,” the Archon said. “The newly elected First Senator. Mal Vatès.”

 




FIVE

Shadrak glided past the open doors of the dressing rooms, no more than a shifting shadow. The clink of glasses, the shrill giggles of chorus girls followed him.

Dame Consilia rounded the corner in front of him, a thin man on one arm, fat man on the other. Both were dressed in lilac togas, and both kept tripping over their own feet due to their eyes never straying from the dame’s flushed face. She wasn’t looking where she was going, either. Her eyes were all teared up, lips pouting, chin quivering.

“Any news on my poor Koort?” she said, loud enough that everyone in the dressing rooms would hear. “I must see him.”

Shadrak brushed past, and if they noticed, they probably took him for one of the freaks from the warm-up act.

He pushed through the stage door exit onto the street. The road was packed with legionaries decked out in bronze helms with horsehair plumes. They should have been stationed around the lacquered black carriage stood waiting by the front entrance, but they’d been drawn by the clutch of goons hovering over Koort Morrow’s twitching body. There was a flurry of activity as a man knelt by Morrow’s head, rummaging through a surgeon’s bag. Froth spilled from the guildmaster’s mouth, and his eyes were white and vacant.

The crowds leaving by the main entrance were ushered to one side as Mal Vatès emerged with two grey-robed aides. They made a beeline for the carriage, and a big bald man in a leather jerkin held the door open for them. Hired muscle, no doubt. With the commotion caused by Morrow’s poisoning, the bald man’s eyes weren’t everywhere, like they should have been.

Shadrak slipped past Morrow’s goons and strode for the carriage as Vatès and his aides climbed inside. Without pausing, he slid out a punch dagger and rammed it into the bald man’s kidney, then rapped on the ceiling as he entered the carriage and closed the door. He heard the lash of a whip, the command of the driver, and the carriage lurched into motion.

Four pairs of startled eyes met Shadrak’s entrance.

He stabbed an aide in the chest, and flung a razor star at the second, catching him in the throat.

Vatès raised his hands and started babbling in a shrill voice. He might even have mentioned a bribe.

Shadrak wrenched his punch dagger from the aide’s chest and stabbed Vatès through the eye. The First Senator thrashed and shrieked then twitched and stilled.

The carriage rattled and rolled along the street, causing Shadrak to throw out an arm to steady himself. His fingers were slick with blood, none of it his.

A girl whimpered.

The fourth pair of eyes.

She was staring up at him from the far side of the seat Vatès was slumped on. She couldn’t have been older than four or five—Vatès’ granddaughter, no doubt.

“Daddy,” she cried.

Daughter, then; the lusty old dog.

Shadrak yanked his dagger free, but the First Senator’s eyeball came out with it, skewered on the tip. The girl screamed and buried her face in her hands.

“Shut it,” Shadrak said, shaking his dagger until the eyeball flew off the end and landed in the girl’s lap. She screamed even more then, so Shadrak grabbed her hair and exposed her throat.

Shadrak!

Kadee’s voice inside his head sounded so real, so natural, he replied without thinking. “Not now, Kadee, I’m working.”

Fellah!

This time, her plea cut him dead. He stood glaring at the girl for a long moment, then he let go her hair. Her lips quivered, and tears streaked down her cheeks.

Sheathing his blades and reclaiming his razor star, Shadrak booted open the door of the carriage and leapt out. As he hit the road and tumbled to his feet, the girl screamed again.

The driver cried, “Whoa!” and the horses pulled up. As the man climbed down from his seat to see what the noise was about, Shadrak ran for an unlit alleyway.

“Oh, my bleeding…” the driver said. Then he hollered, “Guards! Over here!”

Dozens of legionaries broke off from the theater crowd and rushed toward the carriage. Another unit that must have been stationed farther along the road came pounding from the other direction.

“That way!” Shadrak heard the girl crying. “It was a gnome or a goblin. It stabbed my daddy.”

She’d got a good look at him—the only person to have done so during a job that he’d not silenced. Damn Kadee. Why did she have to go and prick his conscience?

No, not damn Kadee. Damn the Archon for forcing him to take Vatès out with no preparation. Doing it at all was bad enough. The truce between the Night Hawks and the Senate would be well and truly over now. But like this, with so much left to chance…

He reached the end of the alley and cursed.

It was a dead end.

Shadrak started to climb the rear wall, but the footfalls of the soldiers were too near and he knew he’d never make it. Dropping back to the ground, he spun round and flung himself into a pile of garbage, just as the first soldier entered the alleyway.

It stank like Buck Fargin’s loincloth, and rats gamboled in and out of the refuse, but the soldiers wouldn’t be able to see him until they were right on top of him. If they were stupid enough to get that close, they’d never know what hit them.

Muffled voices came from the mouth of the alley. Two more soldiers had joined the first. They stood hesitantly, casting looks behind at the cordon of legionaries now encircling the carriage. Shadrak could hear the girl sobbing, the driver’s attempts to explain what had happened.

Shadrak stiffened as the three legionaries edged deeper into the alley. One of them looked toward the rubbish heap and prodded its base with his spear.

“Nothing here,” the soldier said. Neither of his colleagues seemed to want to take a look for themselves.

They were afraid, and Shadrak couldn’t blame them. Whatever the Senate paid them, it wasn’t enough to risk getting their throats slit.

As the soldiers retreated back toward the carriage, a brilliant white orb flared into life above the theater and began to scour the streets.

Shadrak gritted his teeth. Magwitch the Meddler! It was no secret the Senate employed a raft of the mage’s security measures. The rate the orb was moving, he had fifteen, maybe twenty seconds before he was lit up bright as day.

He slid from the refuse pile and found a foothold on the rear wall again. When he reached the top, he turned for a last look as the orb’s light spilled into the alley.

A figure stepped into its radiance: a silhouette, tall and slender, long arms drooping almost to its feet.

Something slipped in between Shadrak’s thoughts and latched on.

A mind stealer. Despite the ban on the husks of Cerreth crossing the Farfall Mountains, the Senate bent their own rules when it suited them and kept a range of nightmare creatures for official business. Unleash a mind stealer, and it would never give up, never let go.

Shadrak dropped to the street on the other side of the wall, and the pressure on his thoughts eased as he ran.

You have done well, the Archon whispered in his head. A future crisis has been averted. Vatès and his supporters were looking to back to Sektis Gandaw’s reign as some sort of golden era.

Shadrak found a drainpipe to shimmy up. “It’s all gone tits up as far as I’m concerned. You pushed me to move too fast.” He paused for breath as he reached the roof. “This’ll cost me, and it’ll cost the guilds.” The Senate would know who he was now, and there would be nowhere safe for him in the city.

Something tickled beneath his scalp, and once more invisible tendrils tightened around his thoughts. He set off along the rooftop at a sprint and launched himself across the gap between buildings.

The costs are irrelevant.

“Is that so? Then find someone else to do your dirty work, because I’ve had it with you.”

“We have a contract.” The Archon shimmered into existence and glowered down at Shadrak from the depths of his cowl.

Shadrak’s fingers twitched above the handles of his flintlocks. They might have looked older than his original pistol, his Thundershot, but when he’d first found them in the lore craft’s strange repository, he’d seen right away that they were better, more powerful; and they held more bullets.

But the Archon had already said that guns couldn’t harm him, and so Shadrak willed himself to relax. “You want me to continue, then give me something in return. Give me Kadee.”

The white fire beneath the Archon’s cowl flickered. “One more kill, then our contract will be fulfilled and I will lead you to her.”

Needles of pain stabbed at Shadrak’s brain.

“It is close,” the Archon said. “The mind stealer. Hurry. You must survive this.”

Shadrak put his hands to his head, wincing in agony. “Fine,” he growled. “One more kill. Who is it?”

He ran for the edge of the roof and threw himself across the gap. As he caught hold of the guttering on the other side, the Archon’s voice followed him like an expression of the breeze.

“A tool of Mananoc. The single greatest threat to this world of Aosia.”

Shadrak swung himself up onto the roof and glared out over the city. Queenie’s was two blocks away. If he could get there ahead of the mind stealer, grab his things…

“You mustn’t leave Jeridium yet,” the Archon said. “He is already on his way to see you. He will ask of you a favor, but instead of granting it, you must kill him.”

“Let me guess,” Shadrak said. “Nameless.”

“You knew this day would come.”

 




SIX

By the time Shadrak got to Queenie’s, the presence of the mind stealer had left him, though his thoughts were still disturbed.

One more kill.

And then he would see Kadee again.

Nameless.

Shadrak had only traveled and fought with the dwarf for a matter of days, and yet he’d come to consider him a friend. But if it was a choice between Nameless and freedom from the Archon, between the dwarf and Kadee…

He slipped in through the back door, not even bothering to remove his cloak before entering the diner. What would be the point? He’d been seen; but more than that, he’d been scented by a mind stealer.

So much for taking out Morrow and finally bringing the last of the guilds to heel. It was as if the Archon was toying with him, one minute giving him a long enough leash to get a stranglehold on Jeridium’s underworld, and the next snapping it back and leaving him with nothing. Because that’s what it amounted to. While there was a truce with the Senate, the Night Hawks had been a nice little earner. But with the slaying of Mal Vatès, that truce was over. If Shadrak had been on the Senate, he would have thrown everything he had at bringing the Night Hawks down, and he’d start with their leader—especially now he had a face.

Big Jake acknowledged Shadrak with a grunt. He was locked in an arm wrestle with Albrec’s adopted savage, Ekron.

Both men were red-faced, veins popping out on their necks. Ekron was naked from the waist up, his wiry body a map of tattoos, most of them snakes coiling about each other. His lips were curled back in effort, yellow teeth bared, revealing filed incisors like a serpent’s fangs.

There was a single customer seated at a table with nothing but a cup of water in front of him. He was no bigger than Shadrak—the size of a child—and was dressed in a cloak of feathers, the hood low over his face.

Ekron let out a gurgling growl that grew more insistent until it ended in a shrill whine. At that point, Big Jake rolled his wrist and slammed Ekron’s hand into the table. The savage roared, and his whole body tensed, as if he were getting ready to pounce.

“No shame in losing,” Big Jake said.

Ekron cursed in his own language then stalked off to the kitchen.

Why Albrec thought a grime-covered savage should be in charge of washing the dishes had never sat right with Shadrak. Last he’d looked, the kitchen was awash with fresh blood, from where Ekron ate his food without cooking it—rats, mice, or any bird stupid enough to get too close to the open window.

“Pack up, Jake,” Shadrak said. “We’re clearing out.”

The little man in the feathered cloak looked up at that. His face was creased with wrinkles, and unnaturally grey. He had a wispy white beard and beady eyes.

Something about the man unsettled Shadrak. “Thought I knew you from somewhere,” he said. “But that ain’t likely. I never forget a face.”

“Some memories are like the murk of a swamp,” the man said.

Big Jake cast a long shadow over Shadrak. “Sorry to interrupt, boss. Clearing out?”

Shadrak lowered himself into the chair opposite the little man. “Grab your things, Jake, and tell Ekron to do the same.”

Big Jake knew not to waste time with questions, and headed straight upstairs.

Shadrak fixed the stranger with a cold stare. “Why are you here? Better still, who are you?”

The little man tilted his head to one side and studied him. Darkness swirled across his eyes like ink on water. “You know me. You just can’t remember.”

Shadrak pulled a flintlock and took aim. “You’ve got two seconds.”

The little man’s eyes hardened into obsidian. “Bird is my name.”

“That why you wear the feathered cloak?” Shadrak said, spinning the flintlock on his finger and holstering it.

“It is not.” Bird clasped his hands together on the table. “I came ahead of a friend of yours. He seeks a favor, and I hope you will cede it precedence over any other requests you may have received.”

He knew about the Archon?

A ripple ran through Bird’s feathered cloak, and he cocked his head as if listening. “People are approaching. Many people.”

Shadrak strained his ears, and sure enough, the distant thud of footfalls was drawing nearer. By the sounds it, half the legions in Jeridium were closing in on Queenie’s Fine Diner.

He stood and went to the window, cursing at what he saw.

Dozens of soldiers had formed a cordon across the street with their shields locked. Sunlight glinted off bronze helms and steel swords.

Ekron emerged from the kitchen, hatchet in hand.

At the same time, Big Jake came stomping down the stairs. “You seen what’s outside?” If he’d packed anything, he’d left it in his room.

The rattle of a carriage pulling up outside had Shadrak turn back to the window. Albrec was waving frantically from within.

“Go!” Shadrak told Ekron. “Tell Albrec to meet me at the rendezvous.” If they could get out of the city. The Senate’s forces had moved alarmingly quickly, and with such coordination, he wouldn’t have put it past them to have the city on lockdown already.

Ekron pulled the door open and ran to the carriage. Cries of “Halt!” went up from the soldiers, and a group began to advance on the savage.

Shadrak drew both flintlocks and let off two booming shots. The soldiers faltered, and the carriage sped off with Ekron hanging onto the door.

“Stay here, Jake,” Shadrak said. “They’re after me, not you.”

There was a flutter, and Shadrak caught a glimpse of a raven winging its way outside. Bird had apparently gone.

Big Jake shrugged, as if he saw that sort of thing every day. “You coming back?”

“Unlikely. Fargin’s in charge now. You know what to do.”

Shadrak ran for the stairs. As he reached the landing, he heard Big Jake’s rumbling voice welcoming the soldiers to Queenie’s.

Shadrak opened the window at the end of the landing and climbed out onto the drain pipe. Someone spotted him and hollered, but he scrambled up onto the roof and sprinted for the edge.

Pain exploded in his head, and he stumbled. There was movement to his right. He reeled round, and there it was: the mind stealer, loping toward him, one arm outstretched, the other raised high and wreathed in black mist. It thrust its featureless head at him, and Shadrak screamed as white-hot needles stabbed into his brain.

Images flashed behind his eyes: Kadee, dried up and wasted, ulcerating bedsores weeping on the sheets; Nameless crusted over with blood, the way he’d been when they found him in Arx Gravis; a mist-shrouded swamp…

Shadrak tried to draw a flintlock, but his fingers were numb, and he couldn’t grip tight enough to free the gun from its holster. He reached behind for the Thundershot he kept tucked into the back of his belt, but it wouldn’t budge. Cold crept into his bones, and the strength drained away from his body.

The mind stealer’s raised arm came down, and a fresh blast of pain ruptured Shadrak’s thoughts. His limbs shook, and his teeth rattled. Something warm oozed from his ears. He could taste blood in his mouth.

The mind stealer raised both arms this time, amid a swirl of dark mist.

Shadrak saw Kadee weeping, no longer wasted—but her face was a mask of terror. Shadowy trees formed a backdrop behind her, and the skies above were swarming with smoky shapes drifting down on tattered wings. Kadee’s eyes blazed with sudden intensity, and she screamed a silent scream.

Something snapped within Shadrak’s mind, and he pulled the Thundershot free. It was heavy, so heavy. It took two hands to raise it, and he couldn’t steady his aim.

Summoning all his remaining strength, he squeezed the trigger. There was an answering boom. The mind stealer’s screech ripped through Shadrak’s brain, and he pitched backward from the roof.

 




SEVEN

Nameless strolled through the soldiers lined up outside Queenie’s Fine Diner as if he were simply going for a bite to eat. One of them called him back, yelled for him to get behind the perimeter.

There were faces at the diner’s windows, peering through the shutters. A gunshot boomed from up on the roof. Something shrieked—a piercing howl that threatened to shred his eardrums, even through the great helm. A dark shape pitched over the edge of the roof—a black cloak, a flailing body.

Shadrak.

Nameless took a lunging step and caught the assassin, dropping his new axe in the same motion. He grunted at the impact, dipped at the knees, and came up feeling like he’d squatted three times his body weight.

Pink eyes flashed up at him, from where he cradled Shadrak like a child. For once, the assassin looked too astonished to speak.

“A little birdie told me you had a spot of bother, laddie.”

“Yeah? Well, I ain’t out of this yet.”

Nameless followed the assassin’s gaze to the rooftop he’d just plunged from, but there was nothing there.

As the tramp of sandaled feet built to a roar around them, Nameless set Shadrak down and scooped up his axe.

“Would this be a bad time to ask for a loan?”

Shadrak tucked his Thundershot in the back of his belt, whipped out two fancy new weapons, and let loose a barrage of shots. Bullets pinged off shields, and the legionaries who had been advancing turned and ran.

Nameless whistled with appreciation. “More lore from Vanatus?”

“Flintlocks,” Shadrak said. “Only better. Now what’s this about a loan?”

“Just a small one. A drop in the ocean of a guild lord’s riches.”

“You taking the piss?”

Already, someone was barking orders, and the soldiers were reforming in disciplined ranks.

Shadrak stole another glance at the rooftop, then shrugged. “Must’ve got the scut.”

“You usually do,” Nameless observed.

As more soldiers stepped out from Queenie’s, Nameless caught a glimpse of a big man signaling to Shadrak through the window.

“So, what’s the plan?” Nameless asked. “I take it you do have a plan?”

The assassin looked unusually flustered, as if he’d been caught with his britches down. He pointed a flintlock at the cordon of interlocking shields bearing down on them. Behind the center there was a clear run to an alley. “Think you can break through?”

“I’m a dwarf with an axe, laddie. Course I can break through.”

“I shoot, you charge,” Shadrak said.

Nameless took a two-handed grip on his axe and rolled his shoulders. “Ready when you are.”

“Now!” Shadrak yelled.

The assassin fired both pistols straight into the front rank of the shield wall, dropping four soldiers in quick succession. The rest buckled when Nameless barreled into them. A sword glanced off his helm. He weaved past a thrust, then hammered the axe into a shield with such force, metal caved and wood splintered. The soldier screamed and pitched to the ground, nursing his mangled arm.

Nameless was through.

Shadrak unleashed another hail of shots, and the rest of the legionaries scattered for the shelter of the nearest buildings.

Nameless kept on going as more booms sounded behind him, and then Shadrak came sprinting past with two smoking flintlocks, as fast as his little legs could carry him.

They fled down one alleyway after the next, in and out of stores, taverns, homes. Behind them came the stomp and cries of pursuit, and it sounded to Nameless as if every legionary in Jeridium were on their tail.

 




EIGHT

Nameless bent over and clutched his sides. His breaths came heavy and fast, roaring like ocean surf inside the great helm.

Shadrak was already on the other side of the alley, no more than a shifting shadow in his hooded cloak. The assassin hopped lightly onto the bottom step of an iron staircase that ran up the outside of a crooked building. One crooked building among many. Everything had taken on a twisted, bowed, and precarious look the instant they had crossed into the Peladius District—known locally as the Wizard’s Quarter.

The buildings flanking the alley were tall and slender. There was a hodgepodge of misplaced buttresses, warped overhangs, and crooked lintels. Atop the roofs, tiles of different shapes and sizes glinted in the light of the suns. Nameless caught his own reflection in a window of contorted glass. It made his belly look huge and his arms as long as a gibuna’s. He sucked his gut in and pulled his shoulders back.

“You coming, or what?” Shadrak said, and bounded up the staircase to a round wooden door at the top.

Nameless followed him.

Shadrak reached into a pouch and produced something tacky, which he rolled in his fingers before pressing against the base of the door.

“What are you doing?” Nameless asked.

“The door’s warded with enough sorcerous crap to keep an army out; and if I knock, he’ll just pretend he ain’t in.”

“A friend of yours, then?”

Shadrak stood back and gestured for Nameless to do the same. He slipped a flintlock from its holster, then took a black cylinder from one of his belt pouches and screwed it onto the end of the barrel.

Nameless tensed as Shadrak pulled the trigger, but there was no thunderous boom. Instead, there was a rushing, popping noise. Smoke billowed from the sticky stuff on the door. It fizzed and burned, gave off a muffled blast and a burst of flame. When the smoke cleared, the door hung in ruins. Someone coughed and spluttered from inside.

“Magwitch, you old tosser,” Shadrak called out. “No magic, got it? Else I’ll string you up by your balls.” He tested the floor with his boot before entering.

Nameless hesitated, shook his head, then followed the assassin inside.

He couldn’t see a whole lot. Not just because of the helm this time. Besides the dusty sunlight spilling through the wreckage of the doorway, the only illumination was a murky haze that limned everything in red.

A man lay on the floor, muttering and moaning. He looked a lot like one of the scarecrows that protected the hops growing on ledges around Arx Gravis. He was bundled up in a long, dark coat with dozens of red flecks about the collar. No doubt they would have been white out in the daylight. Probably, they fell like snowflakes from his mussy grey hair whenever he scratched. Say one thing for him, though: he had a beard you could hide a mountain in.

The wizard groped about on the floor until he found his twisted spectacles and jammed them on the bridge of his nose. The instant he blinked his eyes into focus, he gasped and almost choked, then frantically scurried backward on his arse.

Shadrak grabbed him by the ankle.

“I ain’t done nothing,” Magwitch said. “I swear it.”

“I need a favor,” Shadrak said.

“Another one? Without my wards, Plaguewind and his Dybbuks would have found and killed you long before the Night of the Guilds.”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said. “And you were paid for your services.”

Magwitch got his legs under him and stood on creaking joints. “Not enough. Plaguewind was a Slathian, you know. Slathians are sorcerers without peer.”

“Save for you, of course,” Shadrak said.

Magwitch gave a self-effacing cough.

“You knew about Koort Morrow, didn’t you?” Shadrak said. “About the theater?”

Magwitch tapped the side of his nose. “Enough not to eat cherry pie. There’s nothing you can hide from me, Shadrak the Unseen. I see all. Know all.”

Shadrak darted forward and thumped him in the fruits, doubling him up. “See that? See this?” He grabbed hold of Magwitch’s ear and twisted.

The wizard squealed, but green flames sprung up from his fingers. Shadrak showed no sign of having seen it, but Nameless did. He strode over, closed his hand over Magwitch’s, and squeezed.

The flames fizzled out, and Magwitch whimpered.

“How’d you know?” Shadrak demanded. “And no lies.”

Magwitch licked his lips. “I worked for Morrow.”

Shadrak drew a dagger. “You work for the Senate and for me, understand? No one else.”

“I forgot,” Magwitch said in a pitiful voice. “By the time I ruminated, Morrow had paid for my services, and I was too scared to renegade.”

Nameless turned the great helm on Shadrak, who shrugged. “Mixes his words up when he’s nervous. And he’s right to be nervous just now.”

The assassin grabbed Magwitch’s collar and pressed the blade to his throat. “So, you’ve been double-crossing me.”

“Not at all,” Magwitch said. “He just paid for me to ward him with a wizard eye. It watched him at all times, and if there was any sign of danger, I warned him of it.”

“Only, you didn’t,” Shadrak said. “He ate the pie.”

“Congruitious loyalties,” Magwitch said.

“What?”

“I think he means ‘conflicting’,” Nameless said.

“Yes, that.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. “You’ve got one chance to set things right, Magwitch. Can you get us out of the city?”

The wizard’s eyes widened. “I can draw you a map.”

Shadrak pressed harder with the knife and broke the skin.

Magwitch gave a nervous laugh and held up a finger. “Come up to the roof, then. I think I have just what you’re looking for.”

They followed the wizard up an extending ladder through a trap in the ceiling.

The tramp of feet and the bark of orders from below carried on the blustering wind. The legions hadn’t given up their pursuit.

Magwitch crossed the flat roof to a dilapidated chimney with a long brass rod bolted to its side. Tethered to the rod by a length of rope was a floating black rectangle the size of a bed.

“Help me haul her in,” Magwitch called over his shoulder.

Nameless took a hold on the rope and pulled. As the floating sheet drew nearer, he saw it had the texture of stone and was flecked with green, the same as his helm.

“Is that ocras, laddie?”

“It is indeed,” Magwitch said. “Arcanistically aereogated.”

“Smuggled, if I ain’t mistaken,” Shadrak said.

“And a bargain, too.” Magwitch produced a slender tin from his coat pocket and opened it. “Chocolate truffle, anyone?” He popped a truffle in his mouth without waiting for a reply. “It’s just a prototype,” Magwitch said, patting the floating sheet of ocras. “But she’ll get you out of the city. I call it an air-raft. If you bombusticate ocras with—”

“Just tell us how it works,” Shadrak said.

“It doesn’t. For you, that is. Only for me. Hop on.”

Magwitch climbed onto the air-raft and seated himself with his legs dangling over the edge. Nameless clambered up next then Shadrak vaulted aboard and dropped into a squat.

The surface of the ocras felt tacky beneath Nameless’s boots, and he said as much to Magwitch.

“It’s to stop you falling off,” the wizard said. “See, I think of everything. Now, where to?”

“The boreworm tunnels,” Shadrak said.

At the same time, Nameless said, “The Mountain of Ocras.”

Both Shadrak and Magwitch said, “What?”

“I was heading there next,” Nameless said. “For a feeding.”

“How long’s that bald bastard going to keep his hold over you?” Shadrak asked.

Before Nameless could answer, he was distracted by the flapping of wings, and a raven alighted on the edge of the air-raft. The air about it shimmered, and there stood the faen, Bird, draped in his cloak of feathers.

One of Shadrak’s flintlocks was halfway to being drawn.

“You were right about Shadrak being in a spot of bother,” Nameless said.

Bird nodded, but his eyes were on Shadrak.

“What’s your game, Bird?” Shadrak said. “Which one of us are you playing?”

“He’s a faen,” Nameless said. “It’s likely both of us.”

“Give me a little more time,” Bird said to Shadrak, “and I will help you remember.”

“What makes you think I want to remember?”

“You will want to.”

“And this plan to remove my helm?” Nameless said. “You said it was time to destroy the black axe.”

“We now know there is a way,” Bird said. “Aristodeus was going to speak with you about it.”

Nameless turned the eye-slit on Shadrak. “Then, like I said, the Mountain of Ocras.”

“How excoriating,” Magwitch said, cramming another truffle in his mouth and chewing noisily.

“But you will need Shadrak’s help,” Bird said. “And his lore craft.”

“How’d you know about that?” Shadrak fully drew the flintlock and took aim.

“I know how you found it,” Bird said. “The same as I know where you came from. Where you really came from.”

“Bollocks,” Shadrak said. His hand holding the flintlock started to shake.

“You are compelled to act against your will, are you not?” Bird said. “To harm those you would sooner not?”

“You don’t know that.”

“And the same could be said of you,” Bird said to Nameless. “Be patient with me. Tolerate my presence, and see if I can’t help you both.” Bird gently pushed the barrel of Shadrak’s flintlock aside. “Your master is mistaken, Shadrak. Stall for time, and together we will fix this.”

“What master?” Nameless asked. “Harm who?” But neither Shadrak or Bird would answer.

The feathers on Bird’s cloak shivered, and he pointed at a nearby rooftop where a dark figure crouched. Its face was devoid of features, and as they watched, it thrust out a long, taloned finger.

“Mind stealer!” Shadrak said.

Bird threw open his cloak, and hornets swarmed forth in a dark cloud. At the same time, Shadrak clutched his head and fell back against the ocras surface of the air-raft.

“Go!” the assassin screamed. “Get us out of here!” Blood was seeping from his nose and ears.

The ocras platform lifted straight into the air, and as its leash pulled taut, Nameless cut it free with his axe.

The mind stealer let out a piercing howl, and almost immediately, three more spindly figures appeared on neighboring rooftops. Down below, shouts went up from the soldiers, and a team of archers hurried into position.

As Bird waved his arms, the hornet cloud followed his directions and split into four snaking strands, each of which darted toward a mind stealer.

Arrows pinged off the underside of the air-raft.

As Magwitch took them higher above the city, the mind stealers were completely obscured by clouds of stinging insects, and the archers dropped out of range.

Shadrak sat up and wiped the blood from his nose. “It’s stopped,” he said, tapping his temples.

Nameless turned at a “caw” from behind, where Bird had been standing. A raven flapped its wings furiously for a moment, then spread them wide and soared in the wake of the air-raft.

 




NINE

So, where is it?” Nameless asked.

There was nothing but rugged earth and craters in every direction. He angled the great helm skyward and tracked the distant speck of Magwitch’s air-raft as it sped back toward Jeridium.

Shadrak groped about like a blind man until he encountered something solid and tapped it with his fingertips. An illuminated panel appeared out of thin air. He ran his fingers over it, and a rectangle of blue light rose up from the ground with a swoosh.

“So, this is the lore craft—how you got here from Vanatus?” Nameless said.

Shadrak nodded. “I still don’t understand how it’s both here and not here; and the thing’s massive. Somehow it merges with its surroundings.”

“Can’t say I care for all this magic.”

“It’s supposed to be the lore of the faen,” Shadrak said.

“Same thing, if you ask me,” Nameless said. “Not natural. Like the Mountain of Ocras and all that junk of Sektis Gandaw’s that Aristodeus keeps in working order. No good will come of it.”

Something caught Shadrak’s eye, and Nameless followed his gaze.

There was a cloud of dust on the Jeridium road.

Nameless watched as a carriage came into view. It trundled toward them at a snail’s pace, the horse pulling it looking about ready to drop.

A tattooed savage kicked open the carriage door and jumped down. He landed in a crouch, hands curled about a hatchet.

Albrec rolled out next. “How in sod’s name did you get here before us? And please don’t tell me you’ve drunk that cognac I gave you. I’m in dire need of it. All this excitement’s gone to my nerves.”

“We’re taking the lore craft,” Shadrak said.

“I shall miss Queenie’s,” Albrec said. “All that work wasted.”

“Tell me about it.” Shadrak glared at the driver. “What you waiting for? Sod off.”

“But the horse…”

“It dies, eat it. Then you’ll have the strength to walk.”

With a scowl, the driver snapped the reins and the carriage lurched back toward the road.

Nameless became aware that his mood had started to darken. Probably it was the thought of where they were going next. His muscles felt tight, not from use, but from slowly turning to stone.

“Down, Ekron,” Albrec said.

Veins stood out on the savage’s neck, and he was glaring, as if he saw Nameless as a threat. Normally, Nameless would have relished the challenge, but right now, he couldn’t be done with it.

“What is it with you, Ekron?” Shadrak asked. “You have to have a pissing contest with every new person you meet? I would’ve thought Big Jake crushing you in an arm wrestle was enough to teach you a lesson.”

Albrec held out a hand and Ekron took it, growling softly. The savage’s eyes flicked about like a child’s who was afraid of the dark as Albrec led him through the rectangular opening in the air.

Nameless turned his head to follow the wheeling descent of a raven. It alighted on an invisible ledge above the entrance Albrec and Ekron had disappeared into. His black dog mood inured him to surprise when the air shimmered and Bird stood there, shrouded in his cloak of feathers. The faen jumped down from his perch, and he and Shadrak exchanged looks, as if they both knew Nameless was in the grip of a crippling depression. They took him by the arms and walked him through the doorway.

Frosted blue lights lit a metallic corridor that stretched away into the distance. As they progressed along it, wall panels slid open of their own accord, affording glimpses of oval chambers. Within some, Nameless saw the skeletal remains of animals in cages. Others contained round tables and half-egg chairs, and one or two had sleek grey shelves that Shadrak said were beds.

They reached a junction where six corridors intersected at a hexagonal hub. Old Dwarvish numerals were engraved into the lintels above each entrance. Of course, it was more likely they were Ancient Vanatusian.

Shadrak glanced at the numbers, then continued straight ahead until they came to a recess. The instant they entered, the wall closed behind them, leaving them in a cubicle as claustrophobic as the cell Nameless had awakened in at Arx Gravis. A whining drone started up, and the cubicle shuddered. When the door opened onto the same corridor, Nameless wondered what the point was.

“We’ve gone up a level,” Shadrak explained. “And this is your cabin.” He pressed a button on the opposite wall, and a door-sized panel slid back.

Nameless went inside and slumped down on the shelf-bed, dimly aware of Bird entering behind him.

“I’ve got something to do,” Shadrak said. “Settle in, and Bird can bring you to the control room when we’re ready to leave.” The door slid shut behind the assassin.

“Thank you,” Bird said, “for aiding Shadrak back at the city. He means a lot to me.”

Nameless felt as if tar coated his body and seeped into his veins. His mind was a mass of congealing memories that melted one into another: the faen fleeing the Scriptorium in Arx Gravis. The same creature waiting for him in Aranuin, and then again in the chamber of the black axe.

“We are not all alike,” Bird said, as if he could sense what Nameless was thinking. “It is possible to alter the nature our father bequeathed us.”

“Mananoc,” Nameless said. The faen were the children of the deceiver, and deception was what defined them.

“I was there when Shadrak was begotten,” Bird said. “He was a sickly child with no place in faen society. You know what they do to our imperfect young?”

The solidifying husk encasing Nameless’s mind began to crack. “So, Shadrak is a faen after all. Has anyone told him?”

Bird interlaced his fingers and seemed absorbed in studying them. When he looked up, he had a grim set to his face, and his eyes were glittering pools of blackness. “Do you trust him?”

“I did,” Nameless said. “But…”

“Faen are not to be trusted? Even one who believes he is human? Has he ever mentioned Kadee to you?”

“His foster mother, yes.”

“Kadee was going to be initiated as a cleverwoman of the Aculi—you would no doubt consider them superstitious primitives.”

“I would?” Nameless said.

Bird shrugged. “A good woman, and wise. Shadrak still feels her passing like a gushing wound.”

“And his real mother?”

“There was none. We faen have no mothers. We are but scales fallen from the flesh of our father.”

Nameless recalled seeing hundreds of faen sitting in the branches of crystalline trees in Aranuin. Some of them had been women.

“If there are no mothers,” he said, “why do you have males and females?”

“Mananoc cursed us with the same wants and needs as all beings, only, in our case the mating is fruitless. But understand this about Shadrak: he might not have had a mother, but his foster mother meant everything to him. No other faen has ever had such an attachment to a human. Kadee and Shadrak’s was a bond stronger even than the love between a child and its natural mother.”

“Aye, well, I never knew my ma,” Nameless said. “I’m told she was a great woman.”

“She was.”

“You knew her?”

Bird shook his head. “Not I, but another of the Sedition, knew her well. He has watched over the ravine city for a very long time.”

“Then he must be well hidden.”

“He is. Come,” Bird said. “We should go to the control room. Travel is less turbulent there.”

Nameless shot him an enquiring frown, before he realized Bird wouldn’t be able to see it through the ocras helm.

 




TEN

The thought occurred to Shadrak that he was being a stupid scut. What was his problem? If he made his move now, did what the Archon wanted, he’d be free once more.

But would it be that easy? Nameless might have hit another slump, but Shadrak had seen how quickly the dwarf could come out of them. And did he really want to go through with it? Even if it meant he got to see Kadee again—and that was far from certain—would it be worth killing a friend?

Coming to a T-junction, he consulted the numerals on the lintels and turned right along another uniform metal corridor. He paused outside a door that would have been invisible to most people. With practice, he’d developed the knack of spotting the hairlines of rectangles throughout the lore craft. He ran his fingers lightly down the side of the door, and a panel popped open. A quick tap of numbers, and the door slid back with a hiss.

Concealed amber lights flickered on and settled into a soft glow. A whirring started up, followed by the rush of air filling the circular chamber. One after another, plinths of some strange material with the appearance of glass, yet almost fluid to the touch, rose from the floor and settled at different heights.

When Shadrak entered the room and broke the surface tension of a plinth, his hand disappeared up to the elbow. The plinth itself remained transparent—the shimmering amber wall was clearly visible beyond—and yet Shadrak could no longer see his arm.

He felt the coarseness of cloth, scrunched a section and pulled it free. There was a plopping sound as his hand came out clutching a black shoulder bag.

That was new. New and useless. Bullets would have been better, or a new weapon. Besides the flintlocks, the plinths had given up the long-gun he had used to take out so many targets from a distance. That was how he would have killed Mal Vatès, if he’d been given the chance.

He tossed the bag aside and moved to another plinth. This time, his fingers encountered something hard and round.

Using both hands, he scooped out three spheres of darkened glass. Placing them gently on the floor, he reached back inside and felt around until he had twenty of the globes, some black, some bottle-green, and others purple. He’d taken to calling them smoke bombs, bangers, and sleepers.

He picked up the bag he’d discarded and dropped a globe into it, then another. The odd thing was, there was no clink. He shook the bag, but it was empty. More warily now, he placed another globe inside. With his fingers still on the globe, he felt it touch the others. When he withdrew his hand, though, the bag was still empty. He gave it a shake. No sound, besides the ruffle of fabric. He upended it, but nothing fell out. When he opened it wide to look, he saw only the emptiness of the Void. Yet, when he put his hand back inside, he could feel the globes.

This had potential.

He folded the bag up and crammed it into his pocket, then pulled it out again, unfolded it and reached inside.

Still there.

He removed a globe and held it for a moment, considering. Perhaps he could fill the bag with bullets, weapons, all manner of equipment. Did it have a maximum capacity? How would he retrieve everything, though? Surely, he could only reach so far into the bag? There had to be more to it, some way it was meant to be used that he’d not yet discovered.

He quickly put the rest of the globes inside.

From the other plinths, he withdrew cartridges of bullets, canned food, and a pair of goggles with a pliant band for securing them to the head. When he looked through the lenses, colors sharpened, edges came into focus, and something whirred and clicked as he shifted his field of vision.

No matter how much he placed in the bag, it remained empty. As he folded it and crammed it in his pocket again, the thought struck him that, no matter what he had lost back in Jeridium, with a bag like this, the possibilities were endless. Especially if he got into smuggling.

As he exited the chamber, the plinths sunk back into the floor and the door closed behind him with a hiss.

When he reached the control room, he wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or angry that Albrec was already strapped into one of the half-egg chairs, sipping on cognac. Ekron was in the seat beside him, rigid with wide-eyed fear.

Albrec raised his glass. “You left the bottle in your quarters.”

“You’ve been in my quarters?”

Albrec took a sip of cognac and swilled his glass. “Did I do wrong?”

“Do it again, and you’re dead.”

“Charming,” Albrec said, tipping his head back and draining the glass.

Shadrak bent over the control plinth and swiped symbols across the dark mirror mounted on top.

The lore craft had a memory of sorts, that much he’d worked out. You only needed to find the right images, and it would retrace previous journeys.

“So, where are you taking us?” Albrec asked.

“Remember how neither of us got to see much of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain?”

“Oh…”

The door slid open, and Bird stepped inside, followed by Nameless. The dwarf pivoted his great helm to look around, but he passed no comment. Bird snapped his fingers twice, and two more chairs rose from the floor. The faen clearly knew the lore craft better than Shadrak did. Bird gestured for Nameless to sit, then seated himself in the other chair. Pliant straps emerged to secure them.

At Albrec’s querying look, Shadrak said, “Albrec, Bird. Bird, Albrec.”

“Bird?”

“Just some weirdo Nameless picked up on the road.”

Ekron let out a low growl and curled his hands into claws.

Shadrak swiped the symbols toward the bottom of the mirror, and the air grew heavy. The chamber distorted and then started to ghost in and out of reality.

Ekron let out a wild and howling scream.

Albrec chuckled.

“Oh, my bristling—” Nameless started, but his words were cut off by a violent heave and a gurgling rush. He coughed and spat and cursed.

“Filthy bastard,” Shadrak said with a roll of his eyes. “You’ve puked in your helm, haven’t you?”






ELEVEN

Nameless was still spluttering and coughing when they arrived. The noise was a sodding distraction.

Shadrak swiped a couple of symbols till the mirror flickered and revealed what was outside. Whiteness, mostly. A huge sea of it. He turned at the sound of restraints snapping open.

Albrec was first out of his seat, which sank back down through the floor.

“Is that sand?” the poisoner asked, squinting at the mirror.

“Bone dust,” Bird said.

Ekron growled and thrashed against his restraints. He was red with strain as his growling turned into a shrill scream. He began to hammer the seat with his fists, until Albrec went to his aid like a doting mother.

Bird released himself then helped Nameless up.

The dwarf tipped his head back then flung it forward, sending a torrent of vomit through the eye-slit of his helm.

Moments later, beads of liquid silver emerged from the floor. They oozed over the mess, and when they dispersed, not even a stain remained.

“I could have used magic like that back home,” Nameless said, “after a night at Bucknard’s Beer Hall. Do you think you could persuade them to clean out the inside of my helm?”

“Here, let me,” Bird said. As the faen placed a palm over the eye-slit, two of his fingers slid free of his hand and slithered inside the great helm. “They will eat what is left.”

Shadrak swallowed down bile.

“What do I do with them once they’ve finished?” Nameless asked.

“I expect they’ll crawl in your ears and set to work on your brain,” Albrec said. “Though that won’t keep them sated for long.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you’re not only a wit, but you’ve got guts joshing with me like that. A lot of guts.” He jabbed Albrec in the belly with the haft of his axe.

“Hilarious,” Albrec said, and for a split second Shadrak saw that calculating look flit across his face. Probably, no one else noticed. Albrec was too good for that. The poisoner turned on his most infectious smile and gave a good-natured laugh.

Nameless laughed along with him, a deep belly rumble that was suddenly cut off when Bird’s slug-like fingers wriggled back out of the eye-slit and plopped to the floor.

Ekron hissed, and Albrec whipped out his handkerchief and covered his mouth as Bird knelt down and let the fingers crawl back into place on his hand.
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A faen was waiting for them outside the lore craft. He had glistening black hair, perfectly cropped and not a strand out of place, and he wore a grey tunic and trousers.

Albrec hovered at Shadrak’s shoulder, breath stinking of garlic and onions, Ekron behind him, muscles so bunched it looked like he had no neck. Nameless was fussing with his helm, slapping it on the side to make sure Bird’s slug-fingers hadn’t left anything inside.

Bird glided across the bleached sand of the Dead Lands, cloak of feathers ruffled by the skirling wind, and clasped hands with the faen.

Nameless trudged past, boots leaving deep imprints in the white dust. “Mephesch,” he said. “You were expecting us?”

“Not exactly,” the faen said. “The Mountain of Ocras got overexcited at the approach of the lore craft. Flashing lights, sirens, that sort of thing. His Grandiosity was not best pleased. Right in the middle of calibrating a portal, he was, when the alarms went off. Stood up too quickly. Banged his head on the underside of the console. No hair to buffer it, either.”

“Wish I’d been there,” Nameless said. “So, Bird here tells me it’s time. I take it you’re in on this plan to destroy the black axe?”

Mephesch nodded. “Lore has been procured from the faen still loyal to Mananoc, but that does not mean it will be easy.”

Mephesch guided them to a silver disk that stood out from the sand and gestured for them to step on. Then he tapped a vambrace on his forearm and the disk shuddered before slowly sinking beneath the ground.

Shadrak bit down the queasiness in his stomach. He tugged his cloak tight and retreated into the darkness of its hood. His shoulder throbbed, as if it remembered the impact of the harvester’s bullet when he’d first come to the roots of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain.

After dropping through blackness for a minute or so, the disk steadied, then sped off horizontally. Blue light streaked past. There was a whirr and a click as the streaks separated out into spaced dashes, and then they started to climb.

The disk brought them through an aperture in the ceiling and settled into the floor of a vast chamber.

Banks of mirrors like those in the lore craft wound their way upwards around walls of ocras that tapered to a point high above, forming the inside of an enormous cone.

Mephesch led them across the circular floor space to a hairline rectangle in the wall which slid open as they drew near.

The room beyond was a colossal cube of ocras. In the center stood an arch made from blocks of the same dark ore.

The philosopher Aristodeus was on his back beneath the arch, staring up at the keystone through tinted goggles, while teams of faen dashed about all over the place.

“Shit!” Aristodeus cried, as blue sparks showered from the underside of the arch.

The faen exchanged looks that were hard to read. Worry, maybe. Or perhaps mirth.

The spark shower reversed its course and disappeared back into the keystone.

“Got it!” Aristodeus sat up and slapped the block to his right. It answered with a low hum and a soft amber pulse. “How does it look your end, Jezeel?” the philosopher asked a bald faen—a woman that Shadrak at first took to be naked and silver-skinned, till he looked again and realized she was wearing a very tight-fitting outfit of some shiny material.

“Calibrated,” she replied.

“The signal’s good from Vanatus,” a faen said, holding up a sleek grey slate, as if that proved his point. He had a beard so red it looked like his throat had been ripped out.

Aristodeus popped a pipe in his mouth, fished about in the pocket of his toga, and produced a box of firesticks. “Excellent,” he mumbled about the stem. “Then we’re ready to…”

The philosopher spun round and glared at Mephesch. His eyes widened as they took in Shadrak, Albrec, and Ekron, before coming to rest on Nameless.

Aristodeus broke his firestick as he struck it against the side of the box. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” The second firestick took, and the philosopher lit his pipe and drew on it till he had it smoldering.

“The black axe, laddie,” Nameless said. “I understand it’s time.”

Aristodeus glanced from Mephesch to Bird to Shadrak. “You brought the lore craft?”

Mephesch nodded.

“Just don’t forget, Nameless,” Aristodeus said, “I’m sticking my neck out for you. There are some very powerful people who don’t see your worth as I do.”

You don’t say, Shadrak thought.

“Mephesch,” Aristodeus said, “I can’t deal with this right now. I promised the Patriarch of the Wayists I’d have the Vanatus link up and running yesterday. Take them back through to the control room. Offer them a drink or something: champagne or wine. A snifter of cognac.”

“Cognac?” Albrec said, almost beating Mephesch out of the room.

Nameless and Bird followed, but when Shadrak reached the door, it slid shut in his face. Brilliant light flashed, and he threw up a hand to cover his eyes.

“Not now!” Aristodeus yelled, jabbing his pipe at the vortex of white fire in front of the door. He scrunched his eyes shut and sucked in a sharp breath. When he opened them again, his face was taut with frustration. “Why does no one understand the concept of being too busy?”

The Archon coalesced into view, flames suppurating from the cowl of his robe. “So, now you have your lore craft.”

“I do.” Aristodeus chewed on his pipe, then wagged two fingers at the faen standing around gawping, and they immediately got back to checking the arch and tapping away at their rectangular slates.

“You have already taken too many chances, philosopher,” the Archon said. “You must desist.”

“But if we are successful in destroying the black axe, Nameless can be freed from the ocras helm. He can join the fight on our side.”

The Archon drifted around the room, the hem of his robe a few inches above the floor. “You are not as clever as you think, Aristodeus. My brother Mananoc’s deceptions were behind Sektis Gandaw and his Unweaving, behind the Lich Lord of Verusia, behind the black axe and the butchery at Arx Gravis.”

“Which is why he must be stopped,” Aristodeus said. “Before the next evil arises in response to his beguilement.”

“You don’t care about that,” the Archon said. “This is about freeing yourself from the Abyss.”

Aristodeus dipped his head and sighed. “You think I shouldn’t fight? You think I should just give up and throw myself to the flames for all eternity? Ask yourself this: who would there be to oppose Mananoc, if not for me?”

“The Wayists,” the Archon said.

“Yes, yes, your hands and feet. Remind me again why it is you need them to act on your behalf. Fear, wasn’t it? Fear Mananoc might be freed from his icy tomb by any direct action of yours.”

“My brother and I fought before, and I won,” the Archon said.

Shadrak scarcely dared to breathe. They’d forgotten about him, and he intended to take full advantage. All he had to do was listen, and everything they revealed, every flaw, every weakness, would be filed away until he found a way to use it.

“Hardly a victory,” Aristodeus said. “Mananoc survived in the Void. He threw up the Abyss to preserve his essence by an act of pure will. I’d like to see you do that. Or me, for that matter.”

“And he has grown stronger in the intervening centuries,” the Archon said. “I am not proud. I know I could not stand against him, should he ever be released. But he has no way to free himself unless I break the rules.”

“By actually doing something?”

Flames erupted from the Archon’s cowl. “The laws of the Supernal Realm are too difficult for you to understand.”

“Is that so?” Aristodeus said. “Try me. I’m not as stupid as I look.”

“We Supernals are inextricably linked. We cannot act truly independently. We are all one in the Supernal Father, Witandos.”

“So, everything you do cedes ground to Mananoc?” Aristodeus said. “Which is why you both use intermediaries. You’re fighting a war by proxy.”

The Archon made a slow, predatory circle of the philosopher. “Which your blundering about in the dark has only made worse.” He came to a stop facing Shadrak.

So, he hadn’t forgotten, after all.

“What I want to know, Shadrak the Unseen,” the Archon said, “is why your contract remains unfulfilled.”

Aristodeus slipped in between them. “Contract? You’re working for him?”

Shadrak hawked up phlegm and spat at the Archon’s feet.

“One more kill, Shadrak,” the Archon said. “That’s all you have left.”

“Let me guess,” Aristodeus said. “Nameless?”

Shadrak sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “It ain’t right.”

“An assassin with a conscience?” the Archon said.

“No, it isn’t right,” Aristodeus said. “Thank you, Shadrak, for confirming that I am not the only one left alive with a modicum of common sense. You kill Nameless, and Mananoc wins another piece. A big piece, even if he’s just a dwarf.”

Hushed words were exchanged by several of the faen. The others, though, maintained a stony silence, eyes fixed on the Archon with either awe or loathing.

“This is not a game,” the Archon said.

“Oh, but it is,” Aristodeus said. “A game of wits, of reading the signs, spotting the threats creeping from the shadows; of discerning allies and identifying foes; of grasping opportunities when they present themselves. My man Zaylus couldn’t have succeeded against Sektis Gandaw without Nameless. Zaylus was my plan, my masterpiece, but he would have failed without a missing element that came from without. You might think of me as a control freak, Archon, but at least I have the humility to admit I don’t have all the answers. What I do have are the eyes to see patterns in the game, and the ability to turn a weapon in the hands of Mananoc to our advantage.”

The Archon loomed over Aristodeus. “Unless you are deceived.”

The philosopher shook his head. “There is something about this dwarf, something that not even I suspected. Mephesch informed me—”

The faen with the grisly-looking beard dropped his slate on the floor, and it shattered in a spray of sparks. He gave a barely perceptible shake of his head, and Aristodeus’s mouth hung open, but then a light went on in the philosopher’s eyes.

“You make plans based on the word of a faen?” the Archon said. “A creature of deception?”

Aristodeus puffed out his cheeks and looked momentarily flummoxed. As an actor, he was in a league way above Dame Consilia. “You’re probably right. Never believe a thing they say, eh?”

Many of the faen in the room smiled at that.

“You are growing complacent,” the Archon said. There was an ominous churning of the flames beneath his cowl.

Aristodeus wagged his pipe as if he were speaking to some dimwit pupil. “One step ahead, is what I am. Always.”

“Desperate, is what you are,” the Archon said.

Aristodeus ignored him. “Three quests. Three artifacts: gauntlets of incomparable strength with which to break the axe; invulnerable armor, to withstand the resultant discharge of energy; and the Shield of Warding, to nullify any sorcerous defense the axe might muster. If the plan fails, fine. Shadrak can take Nameless out. Agreed?”

The Archon shimmered in and out of reality. “And if it is not possible? The dwarf is no helpless victim. What if he should grow suspicious, or more powerful with each artifact found? The risk is too great.”

The ocras arch began to flash red. The attendant faen skipped back, rectangular slates held up in front of their eyes.

“Well, if you’ve quite finished,” Aristodeus said, “that’ll be Vanatus signaling that they’re ready.”

“Brother Laranos?” the Archon said. “The Patriarch feels threatened by his wisdom, and you have given him the excuse he needs to get Laranos out of the way.”

“Then replace the Patriarch,” Aristodeus said. “I much preferred his predecessor. Granted me access to the best wine cellar in the Empire. Oh, I forgot. You can’t replace him. That would require direct action.”

“Remember this, philosopher,” the Archon said, though his gaze was on Shadrak. “I too have free will. The day may be approaching when I decide that acting without intermediaries is less of a risk than allowing matters to proceed down the wrong path. Think on this, both of you: I have been patient, but my patience is not without limits.”

With that, he vanished.

“Was that a threat?” Aristodeus said with a look of mock horror. He turned to the faen for a reaction, but their attention was firmly on the arch.

“Yeah, it was a threat,” Shadrak said. It was also a sign of frustration. Frustration born out of fear. More information to file away for when the time was right.

The air beneath the arch turned black and rippled like water. A mule’s head came through, ears twitching, nostrils flaring.

With a sigh, Aristodeus strode over, took hold of the rope looped around the mule’s neck, and pulled. The beast resisted, and Aristodeus reddened with effort as he heaved. More of the animal emerged. Books poked out of the satchels slung over its back, and the ends of knotted prayer cords dangled from bulging sacks. The mule brayed again and darted forward, sending Aristodeus flying back to land on his arse.

Jezeel, the silver-garbed woman, sniggered. The red-bearded faen flashed her a look, and she put a hand over her mouth.

Next through the portal was an old man in a cassock. He was extremely tall, with ears like sails, and spectacles perched atop a bulbous nose. His eyes bulged above them as he took in the room. There was a brief moment of indecision, then he lurched forward and helped the philosopher up.

Then another man stepped through. This one was clearly a soldier. He wore a brocaded red jacket, buttoned tightly over a slight paunch. His hand rested on the hilt of a saber hanging at his hip. Unkempt greying hair stuck up either side of a bald patch, but he more than made up for that with mutton-chop whiskers.

“Are you all right?” the man in the cassock asked as Aristodeus got to his feet and brushed himself down.

“Fine, Laranos,” Aristodeus said. “Though why you felt the need to bring a mule is beyond me.”

“You see, Grenic,” Laranos said to the soldier, “it’s basically a corridor, a portal between two points—though what happens to the intervening distance is beyond me.”

Grenic’s eyes roved the room, taking in the faen, who were all fixated on their slates, as if nothing out of the ordinary were happening.

“Who’s this?” Grenic said, wrinkling his nose at Shadrak.

“This,” Aristodeus said, “is possibly the most crucial member of your team.”

“What?” Shadrak said.

Aristodeus went on talking right over him. “Unless you want to wing it, just cast yourself on the Way’s mercy and head out into the Dead Lands? Now, the Patriarch told me to make whatever use of you I wished, and seeing as you have arrived at rather an opportune moment, what I wish is for you to assist me with a matter of grave importance.”

“I’m afraid I might have offended the Patriarch,” Laranos said. “Though I’m not sure how.”

Grenic harrumphed.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Aristodeus said. “Give it time, and do well here, and he will welcome you back with open arms. But for now, your talents will be most welcome. Shadrak and the others are going to need all the help they can get.”

“Hold on,” Shadrak said. “I ain’t agreed to nothing yet.”

Aristodeus rolled his eyes. “If all goes to plan, Nameless will be free, and—”

“I’ll be up shit creek,” Shadrak said.

And he would lose his one chance at seeing Kadee again.

The door slid open and Mephesch entered, followed by Nameless, Albrec, and Ekron. Albrec’s cheeks had a rosy glow, and he stumbled slightly as he walked.

“Ah, good,” Aristodeus said. “Let’s go to my quarters. You can introduce yourselves there, and we’ll be able to talk in more comfort. Not the mule, though. Last thing I need’s a carpet of manure.”

Aristodeus put his arm around Nameless’s shoulders and led the way back through the conical chamber. “We should feed you before you go. Just thank your lucky stars Shadrak has agreed to help. We wouldn’t be able to do this without a lore craft.”

A confusion of emotions battled inside Shadrak as he followed them. He was already second and third-guessing himself. Could the Archon be trusted? Could Aristodeus? Could he really kill Nameless? Would he? He felt himself dragged along by the current of Aristodeus’s persuasion. There were choices, but none of them good. Obey the Archon and kill Nameless, the only person he had any sort of respect for, or side with the philosopher. One scheming git or the other, and Shadrak still didn’t know enough about either of them to make a move of his own.

Kadee’s face sat like a warm glow behind his eyes. She smiled, letting him know this was the right thing to do.

As she faded away, Shadrak’s heart started to gallop. He was on the cusp of finding her again, or losing her forever.

“So,” Nameless said, a hint of trepidation in his voice. “Where do we start?”

“Mount Sartis,” Aristodeus replied.

“The fire giant’s volcano? Last time dwarves set foot there,” Nameless said, “it was like kicking a hornet’s nest. The whole region was teeming with goblins.”

Ekron snarled. “Mamba tribe hate goblins. Ekron kill.”

“Good boy,” Albrec said. “And I’m sure I can concoct something to even the odds.”

“There,” Aristodeus said. “Nothing to worry about. And now you have a veteran of the Patriarch’s Dragoons with you, it will be a walk in the park.”

Grenic gave a double cough and puffed out his chest.

“In my experience,” Shadrak said, “the more people involved, the bigger the shog up.”

 




TWELVE

Shadrak set down the lore craft a mile or so from the volcano. Bird said landing inside Mount Sartis was too risky: the heat could play havoc with the instruments, and they didn’t want to chance exiting into a pool of magma.

The only problem was, goblins must have picked up their scent as they entered the forest skirting the foothills. Ekron scented them on the wind. Either they could keep on going to the volcano, and hope they weren’t being driven into a trap, or they could stay put and flush the goblins out.

They had decided on the latter.

Shadrak shifted his position on the high branch. A gust of wind sent up smoke from the cook fire on the ground. He waited for it to clear, then raised his rifle.

Nameless sat beneath a yew, tapping out a rhythm on his axe haft. Tongues of flame from the fire danced over his armor, set the green flecks in his helm aglow. He was bellowing some bawdy song about strumpets and shogwits.

Albrec was crouched over the spit, sniffing the roasting rabbit meat, dipping his fingers into bags of spices, and touching them to his lips. The poisoner had turned Brother Laranos’s mule into a walking kitchen, laden it with pots and pans, black bread, dried fruit, and jerky. Grenic had thrown a fit when Albrec had dumped all the holy books and prayer cords in the lore craft.

Every now and again, Albrec would pause in his cooking to glance at the notes he’d scrawled on a scrap of paper, snippets of information they had been given by Aristodeus pertaining to their mission.

Bird had left the minute Ekron returned with the rabbit. He’d not been seen since. The savage was hidden away out of sight, but Shadrak could smell his unwashed stench.

A blast went up from the volcano, singeing the treetops and swathing the sky in red.

Laranos shivered and clutched at the sleeves of his cassock.

Grenic stroked his muttonchops, looking pleased with himself. “Your turn, Brother.”

The dragoon took up his clay pipe and plucked a brand from the fire to light it. The breeze dislodged some thin strands of hair that had only just been meticulously wetted and combed over.

Laranos touched a finger to his lips and studied the twigs that were laid out in patterns between them. After a moment’s consideration, he moved a one. “I believe that is game to me.”

Grenic’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Blimey. Caught me napping there, wot.”

Laranos opened the leather-bound book in his lap. “Well, it’s been most enjoyable playing, but Mananoc does so love an idler.”

Apparently, Grenic got his point. “Yes, quite,” the dragoon said, producing his own book and starting to thumb through it.

Shadrak scanned the tree-line through the sight of his rifle till he got the mule in the crosshairs. The beast was nervous. It dipped its head into a grain sack and swished its tail against the persistent flies. Every now and again it threw back its ears and flared its nostrils.

Nameless stopped singing, swiveled his helmed head, and then resumed, louder than before.

Laranos began to read to an imaginary congregation in Ancient Vanatusian.

Grenic closed his book, muttered something beneath his mustache, and stood, stamping the dirt from his boots. He pocketed his book and crossed to the mule, hand resting on the hilt of his saber, eyes flitting to the trees, no matter how nonchalant he tried to look.

Useless scut.

Shadrak followed Grenic with the crosshairs, looked beyond, deeper into the forest, straining to listen—no mean feat, as Nameless was now in full flow above the chirping of the cicadas and the crackling of the fire:

“My shogging fat wife with her head full of gin…”

Rabbit fat sizzled as it hit the flames.

Laranos chanted a prayer in a sonorous tone.

The mule brayed and stomped its hooves.

Leaves rustled to the right.

Shadrak swung the rifle round.

Ekron.

The savage was crouched at the end of a branch, yellow eyes flashing.

“Come open the bar to us, let us come in,” Nameless sang.

Laranos’s droning was as insistent as the cicadas.

An owl hooted.

Ekron pointed below.

Black fingers curled around the edge of a trunk. A head peeked out, long ears twitching, slitty eyes burning into Laranos’s back.

Another goblin crept into view behind Nameless, small, naked, its dusky skin scabbed and blistered.

Albrec shaved off a sliver of meat with his cheese-cutter.

Nameless kept singing as he closed his fingers around the haft of his axe.

Shadrak held his breath. A foul stench rose from beneath his branch. There was a whispering of leaves, the squelch of mud, and then goblins tiptoed from the forest, jagged flints raised in their hands. Shadrak almost sniggered. For a moment, he could have been back in the theater, ogling Dame Consilia’s tits and yelling, “He’s behind you!”

Two of the goblins screeched and started hopping and holding their feet. A thorny branch snapped back across another’s face.

In one fluid motion, Nameless came to his feet, spun, and swept down his axe. A look of shock froze on the goblin’s face as entrails and green blood slopped to the forest floor.

More goblins poured from the trees, howling like wolves.

Grenic slashed with his saber, and blood the color of snot spattered the blade.

Another goblin hurled itself at Laranos, who was still seated, still praying.

Shadrak fired. The goblin dropped with a hole in its chest.

The two hopping goblins suddenly stiffened and toppled over. The one struck by the branch clawed gouges out of its own face. Purpling veins spread from the puncture marks left by the thorns, then the goblin spasmed and crumpled to the ground.

A dark shape sprang at Albrec. The poisoner stepped nimbly aside, wrapped the cheese-cutter around his attacker’s throat, and yanked with practiced efficiency. The goblin kicked feebly, twitched, and then went limp.

Shadrak fired into the trees, hitting a goblin between the eyes.

Half a dozen more charged at Laranos.

Grenic surged into them, hacked the legs from beneath the first, and skewered the second. But before the dragoon could free his blade, the others were upon him.

Ekron dropped from his branch, rolled, came up, and brought his hatchet down, spilling brains.

Nameless seemed to glide as he felled first one, then another.

Grenic let go his saber and delivered a fierce jab to the face of the last goblin. Its head snapped back, then it snarled and leapt for his throat. Grenic’s fist caught it on the chin, lifting it into the air and dumping it on its back.

Ekron was on it in a flash, chopping at its neck over and over until the head came away. He lifted it proudly, letting the green blood stain his face and lips, but then a tremor rippled across the clearing.

Those on the ground pitched to their arses, and Shadrak yelped as he fell out of the tree. He hit hard. Pain shot up his arm. The rifle bounced, discharged, and clattered against a trunk. He struggled to his knees, left arm hanging useless.

A shadow fell over him as a looming figure stepped from the forest. How could he not have seen it before? Either he was getting careless, or there was more skill here than met the eye.

Or magic.

A large goblin glowered at him before reaching down and picking up the rifle. It was missing an ear, and a black patch covered one eye. The other was like a speck of blood in a pool of piss.

As Shadrak struggled to his feet and backed away, the goblin clutched at the air, and he froze. Movement behind told Shadrak his companions were getting up, but the goblin made a sweeping gesture, and silence fell in an instant.

A cold clump of panic formed in Shadrak’s guts, rose through his chest, and lodged in his throat. He began to wheeze and shudder, fighting for every breath.

He saw something out of the corner of his eye: Nameless, barely a step behind, frozen in mid-stride.

With a grunt of effort, the dwarf pivoted the great helm till the eye-slit glared at the goblin. He inched one foot in front of the other, leaning forward, as if he were walking into a fierce wind.

“Ku-na-ga,” Nameless growled. Then louder, “Kunaga!”

Something invisible snapped, and Nameless catapulted forward, swinging his axe.

The goblin’s hand came up sparking, and Nameless flew back across the clearing. There was a thud and a clang, then nothing more.

Shadrak couldn’t turn his head to see if the dwarf was all right—or the others, for that matter.

The goblin leveled the rifle at him and fumbled with the trigger.

Sweat poured into Shadrak’s eyes as he fought the paralysis, but he was dead in the water.

A creeper lashed down and snagged the rifle, yanking it out of the goblin’s grip and up into the high branches of a tree.

The crack of a twig caused the goblin to turn, but there was nothing there. It let out a whimper, then made a fist. Sparks danced across the knuckles, burgeoning into dark flames.

Flies swarmed from the trees and smothered the flames. The goblin squealed and stumbled back as the flies streamed away to a single point in the air and vanished.

Shadrak’s eyes were rooted to that spot. So were the goblin’s. It even flicked a look at him, as if they now faced a common foe.

Bark, leaves and sky coalesced into a cloak of feathers, and Bird walked from the forest, holding a mole in one hand, stroking it with the other.

The goblin grunted guttural words and raised a palm swirling with violet fire.

Bird hissed. Creepers lashed down to entangle the goblin’s limbs and lift it spread-eagled into the air.

Ignoring his captive, the faen moved among the companions, clicking and growling at the back of his throat.

Shadrak’s muscles twitched, and a thousand needles pricked at his veins. With a sigh, he sagged to the ground.

Groans, coughs and murmurs came from the others as whatever spell held them was broken.

Shadrak tried to stand, but his limp arm overbalanced him. He shifted his weight and tried again, this time making it to his knees.

Ekron glared up at the goblin and spat.

Laranos knelt beside Shadrak and examined his arm. “That was quite a fall. May I?”

Shadrak winced as the priest gingerly took hold of his arm.

“Can you grip my hand?” Laranos asked.

Shadrak could, but weakly.

“What about raising it?”

Dead. All Shadrak got for his efforts was cold, stabbing agony.

“Grenic, some assistance please,” Laranos said. The priest adjusted his spectacles on his nose.

Strong hands gripped Shadrak from behind.

“Don’t worry, old chap. Brother Laranos used to be a field chaplain. He’s done this a thousand times.”

Without warning, the priest yanked on Shadrak’s arm and twisted.

Shadrak screamed. The ground lurched, but Grenic held him firm. Nausea smothered him like a blanket, and he swallowed down bile.

“It will be sore for a while, and you may have some lingering weakness,” Laranos said.

Nameless belched loudly, rubbed his guts, and strode from the clearing, axe over one shoulder.

Albrec hunted about on the ground until he found one of his caltrops. He cleaned it with a rag and dropped it into a pouch of boiled leather. “Best to keep your distance until I’ve found them all,” he said as he scooped up another. “Enough poison on them to fell a horse.”

Albrec lifted the thorny branch that had struck the goblin out of the way with his thumb and forefinger. “Now that was rather nifty.” He looked around with a self-congratulatory smile.

Nameless emerged from the trees, fastening his britches. He took a long look at the goblin. “No sign of any more skulking about. Think we got the lot of them.”

Bird’s voice cracked out. “No, don’t!”

Ekron’s hatchet came down. The entangled goblin screamed. Green blood sprayed. The goblin was dead in an instant, but the savage continued to hack away at it, over and over and over. Gore stained his arms to the elbows, spattered his face.

Laranos took a half step toward Ekron, but Grenic pulled him back by the shoulder.

“Laddie,” Nameless said to Ekron, “I think you killed it with the first blow.”

Ekron cursed and spat and hacked repeatedly at the goblin’s neck. With a triumphant howl, the savage ripped the goblin’s head from the last shreds of sinew attaching it to the body.

Nameless turned away as if he were ashamed. As if he had been the one to do it.

Albrec jingled his pouch of caltrops and held up a glass vial to Shadrak. “Out of the two, this was the more effective. Scorpion venom blended with the poison of a jellyfish from Portis.”

Shadrak accepted the vial and squinted at the contents.

“Better than the mamba stuff?” He swirled the liquid inside.

“Good grief, no.” Albrec pulled another vial from his pocket. “Medryn-Tha mamba venom still holds its place as the queen of all toxins.” He kissed the glass and tucked it back away. “Aggressive little buggers, mambas, and cunning the way they await their prey in concealed pits. The scouts hunting them for me fell into the nest and all died. Apart from Ekron, and then only because I tested my anti-venom on him. Do you know the thanks I got for saving his life and lugging him back to the tribe? The chief banished us both. Accused me of being a necromancer. Ekron thinks he’s a dead man walking, with me holding the strings.”

Shadrak handed back the vial.

Already, the pain in his shoulder was no more than a dull ache. He was a quick healer, Kadee used to say.

Bird was studying him with furrowed brows, the hint of a smile curling his lip.

“Come,” Ekron said. “Too much talk. We go kill Sartis.”

Maybe, Shadrak thought. That was the part of Aristodeus’s plan he liked least. His way of doing business was to know his target inside out. None of them had ever seen a giant, let alone fought one. It was leaving too much to chance.

“Hold on,” Albrec said, bustling off to untie the mule. “Don’t forget Quintus.”

Shadrak waited for the poisoner as the others set off after Ekron. “Quintus?”

“As in the poet,” Albrec said. “Quintus Quincey. I met him once. Sold him a rare book that had come into my possession. Always thought he was a bit of an ass.”

Shadrak groaned and then looked over the camp. Where was Bird?

A quick scan revealed the mole burrowing back into the loamy soil, and above, perched on a branch, a raven watched. It rolled its head, studying him with beady eyes.

Shadrak’s hand flicked out, and a razor star thudded into the branch. The bird hopped aside and nearly fell out of the tree.

“Don’t forget my sodding rifle,” Shadrak said, nodding to where it still dangled from a vine.

 




THIRTEEN

Nameless peered down the throat of a winding tunnel that had been burned into the mountain by lava. A lone stalactite twisted down from the ceiling. Misty vapor plumed from the floor, and the air was thick with sulfur.

“Stupid fool, with your stupid mustache,” Ekron snarled as Grenic pulled in vain on Quintus the mule’s rope. “Mule tell you this place no good. You no listen?”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “call a man a shogger, by all means, but it’s a step too far when you disparage his facial hair.”

“Hear, hear,” Grenic said. “And when I want the opinion of a savage, I’ll bloody well ask for it.”

Shadrak adjusted his baldrics, stroked the hilts of daggers, the grips of flintlocks. “You scuts pratting about like this reminds me why I prefer to work alone.”

Pots and pans clashed and clanged as Albrec took the rope from Grenic and led Quintus into the tunnel with no resistance whatsoever.

“How the Abyss did you do that?” Grenic said.

“You’ve either got it or you haven’t,” the poisoner said. “Good boy, Quintus. Uncle Albrec will have to find you a carrot once we’re away from this nasty place.”

The padded gambeson Nameless wore beneath his armor was damp with sweat, the air coming through the eye-slit of the ocras helm hot and dry.

Laranos stooped to study some rocks just inside the entrance.

“What is it?” Nameless asked.

There were patterns in blue and green across the surface of the stones. Higher up, pink shapes tattooed the wall with the intricacy of a spider’s web.

“Mineral deposits, at a guess.” Laranos stood and straightened his cassock.

The flapping of wings echoed along the tunnel as a raven alighted on the rocks. The air shimmered about it, and then Bird stood in its place, swathed in his cloak of feathers.

Nameless set off ahead of the group. He wanted this over and done with.

The tunnel wound downward at a gentle gradient, its scabbed and noduled walls smoldering like dying coals. High above, there were broad shelves of sagging rock leading to tributary vents and natural steps.

After a few hundred feet, the passage narrowed to a vertical cleft barely big enough for Albrec to lead the mule through. They emerged into a chamber like a hollowed-out column, its heights peppered with holes of varying sizes.

“Looks like the inside of a tree,” Laranos said.

Nameless could see it now: the perfect mold of an enormous tree, its wrinkled bark permanently pressed in stone. The holes were nothing more than the mouths of channels left by its branches.

“Magma surrounded the tree,” Bird explained, “cooled at the edges, and burned away the wood and sap.”

“Incredible,” Laranos said. “The outer layer forms a crust around it and preserves the shape.”

Nameless scrambled down a gully made by the tree’s roots and entered a tunnel of reddish rock that snaked into the distance. Laranos clambered after him, coughing and spluttering. Shadrak was a flowing shadow as he passed them and went to take a look ahead.

Nameless’s lungs burned from the acrid air, and his breaths echoed around the great helm in rasping heaves.

Albrec led Quintus into the tunnel, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. Grenic came next, wringing the moisture from his mustache. Ekron crouched at the lip of the gully before dropping lithely to the ground. Rivulets of sweat streamed down his torso, and his tongue lolled from his mouth like a dog’s.

“Where now?” the savage asked.

“Down,” Shadrak said, popping back into view. “Toward the magma chamber, Aristodeus said.”

Ekron pushed roughly past them and loped down the tunnel. When they caught up with him, he was on his stomach, peering over the edge of a crevasse. Scalding air wafted up from the depths in dirty plumes. The great helm started to fill with smoke as Nameless crouched beside Ekron to take a look for himself.

Hundreds of feet below, a slick stream of magma sloughed through a gorge. Black pillows of crust scabbed the surface of the flow. On and around them, licks of flame wavered and danced.

“End of road.” Ekron spat into the chasm.

“You think?” Shadrak said. “Albrec, chuck us some rope, and tie the other end to your ass—the one with the ears and a tail.”

The poisoner uncoiled a length of rope and passed one end to Shadrak before tying the other firmly to the mule.

Shadrak looped his end around his waist and backed onto the edge of the precipice. “Pay it out each time I push off from the wall.”

Shadrak stepped back and began to rappel in steady, easy jumps. Until the rope ran out.

“Are you all right, laddie?” Nameless called down.

The assassin was hanging a few feet above a ledge. Without looking up at Nameless, he took a knife from his baldric and sliced through the rope. He dropped to the ledge and landed like a cat, then disappeared through a fissure in the wall.


[image: ]



Shadrak emerged into a cavern bristling with rocky fangs that twisted from the ceiling and floor. Every surface was painted with the same vivid deposits they had seen at the entrance. A yellowish haze left the air thick and cloying, heavy with brimstone.

Shadrak walked among the stalagmites until he reached the banks of the lava lake. Its viscous ooze bubbled and seethed as it coughed up plumes of dirty smoke.

He looked up to see the others peering over the brink high above. Laranos tossed down a coin to phwat upon the crust, sizzle, and slowly liquefy.

“Is there another way down?” Nameless hollered.

Shadrak put a finger to his lips. Last thing he wanted was to alert the giant, but with the racket they were making, it was probably too late.

Signaling for them to wait, he searched around the walls of the cathedral cavern, ducked in and out of tunnels, and had climbed part way up a winding vent, when he heard cries from above. There was a sound like the roar of flames, followed by the rumbling wheeze of air echoing through the lava tunnels.

Shadrak dropped back down into the cavern, swirling his cloak around him as he slipped behind a stalagmite. There was a shift in the play of light coming off the burning crust. Steeling himself, he chanced a look.

A column of flame stood within the lava flow. It rose and fell. A second followed in its wake, lifting, bending…

They were legs. Giant legs, wreathed in magma.

Slipping from one stalagmite to the next, Shadrak approached the bank.

Thunderous breaths blasted across the cavern. Laughter boomed and rumbled.

It was a man. A colossal man with charcoal skin and fiery veins. Heavy brows hung like outcrops of coal above blazing eyes. The giant’s hair was a raging conflagration, his beard a molten cascade. A tail of lightning skimmed the lake behind, and in his hands, held cupped before his face, were the bodies of Shadrak’s companions.

 




FOURTEEN

It was darker than Ballbreaker’s Black Ale, and Nameless’s skull was a burning agony radiating from a thudding pain between his eyes. A hard floor pressed into his back. Metal.

He remembered scorching heat, an acrid stench, the sensation of being hoisted aloft as the glow coming off the lava swirled away to a pinprick, and then even that went out.

He still had hold of his axe. That struck him as odd.

He sat up and rolled to his knees so he could crawl ahead, pushing the axe in front of him. It stopped against something soft and giving, and someone groaned in response.

In the darkness beyond, he could see the hairline of a square etched in reddish light. He scrambled toward it until he reached a metal wall. Tracing the edge of the square, he found a little purchase and pulled. There was an answering rattle, but very little give. He pushed, and the result was the same. With a swell of curses pressing up against his clenched teeth, he began to pound at what he assumed was a metal door with the haft of his axe.

People started to moan and cough, and when he stole a look behind, bright yellow eyes stared back at him through the dark.

“Be still.” It was Bird’s voice. “Don’t let on that we are awake.”

The darkness erupted with sparks and glowing motes—lightning bugs, swarming from the beak of an owl.

Nameless stood. There was enough light now to see that they were in some kind of iron chamber, with just the one outline of a door but no visible lock or handle. A thicker ridge of metal skirted the walls, dotted with the mouths of tubes.

“Better,” said the owl, as the air around it buckled and folded, and Bird stood in its place.

“Where the ruddy Abyss are we?” Grenic said as he lurched to his feet.

Behind the dragoon, Ekron hissed and rose to a crouch. The savage still had his hatchet, and Grenic his saber. Laranos, was starting to stir, and Albrec was sprawled against the unmoving body of Quintus the mule.

There was no sign of Shadrak. The assassin had been below when that monstrous face burst from the lava, spewing noxious fumes from its mouth.

“Right,” Grenic said. “Observations?” No one said anything, so he pressed on. “The way I see it, we’re trapped in a chamber of sorts—could be a cell.” He rapped the wall with his knuckles. “Iron, I’d say. Now, the first thing to do in a situation such as—”

“Shut your mouth, fool!” Ekron said. The savage got down on his belly and started scratching around the bottom of the door.

Albrec rolled away from the mule and sniffed the air. “Rotten eggs.” He pulled a copper coin from his pocket and turned it over, examining it keenly before tossing it to Nameless.

There was a slight discoloration to the metal, nothing more. Nameless shrugged and flipped it back.

“Sulfur.” Albrec held the coin up. “It would seem our friend from the lava lake has a bad case of halitosis.”

“Bad breath?” Laranos said, coming into a sitting position.

“You know what I think this is?” Albrec indicated the walls. “A furness. See, these are gas vents. If I’m not very much mistaken, we’re in a massive oven.”

“You get us out?” Ekron asked.

Albrec rubbed his chin. “I’ll do my best. The irony of the master chef becoming the main course is not altogether lost on me.” He began to rummage around in the packs on the dead mule, found a lock pick and ran it around the edge of the door.

Bird warped and shrunk into what Nameless took for a bee at first, but when it flew into one of the pipes, he could have sworn it had feathers and a slender beak.

Grenic slipped out of his backpack and unfastened the straps. He removed something like a trumpet with a wooden stock and a trigger. He blew into the trumpet, coughed, and then upended the contraption to peer down its length. Satisfied, he gave it a shake and a pat, and then pulled a pouch from his pack. He poured some black powder from the pouch into the trumpet, then unclipped a metal rod and used it to ram the powder home.

Laranos snatched off his glasses and rubbed them on his cassock. “Shouldn’t you ask yourself something first, Grenic, before you go blasting a creature that may mean us no harm? I mean, has no one even wondered why we are still alive?”

Albrec paused in his efforts to open the door. “To keep the meat fresh, I’d imagine.”

“Assuming this is indeed an oven,” Laranos said. “The evidence is not altogether persuasive.”

“That’s what I said when Papa tried to convert me to your insipid religion,” Albrec said. “It was just his bad luck Mama agreed with me, though I shall never forgive her for what she did to him.” He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes.

A succession of thuds came from outside, growing louder and causing the chamber to judder.

“Something come,” Ekron said.

“Remember its breath,” Albrec said, taking a couple of steps back from the door. “Cover your mouth and nose.”

Nameless flattened himself against the wall beside the door. If the vapors didn’t overcome him, he’d take one shog of a swing at that ugly face. The luck was upon him. He could feel it.

Ekron crouched in the opposite corner, fingers curling and uncurling around the handle of his hatchet. Albrec took cover behind him.

Grenic gestured for Laranos to lie down on the far side of the dead mule, then swung back to the door and raised his trumpet-barreled weapon.

“This,” he said to Nameless in a stage-whisper, “is how we do it in Vanatus.”

A grating and clanking came from beyond the door. The oven shook, and wafts of rank gas rose from the tubes as the tiny yellow bird came flying out.

There followed the screech of tortured metal, and then the door started to open outward.

“Steady,” Grenic muttered.

Gigantic fingers curled around the door.

“Steady…”

Smoke billowed into the chamber, but Nameless was already holding his breath.

With a final scream of dry hinges, the door swung open, and an enormous head thrust into the entrance, eyes flashing from cavernous sockets. Lava sloughed around the mouth and nose, falling from the chin in a steaming beard. The lips were crusted magma, and vapor spilled from them in swirls and puffs.

Grenic pulled the trigger.

Fire and thunder blasted from the trumpet. The recoil flung the dragoon back against the mule, and the giant bellowed as tiny craters spattered its cheek.

Nameless swung into the opening and crashed his axe into the giant’s nose. Heat shot along the haft, singeing his palms, but he held on. A second chop opened a crevasse between the giant’s eyes.

Ekron screamed and leapt at the monstrous face, hacking at it over and over.

Gouts of flame roared from the giant’s mouth, driving them back. The blade of Nameless’s axe was glowing white with heat, the haft smoldering.

The giant’s head withdrew, and in its place, an iron-clad hand pushed inside the chamber, feeling about with splayed fingers.

Albrec stepped away from the wall. He glanced at a scrap of paper in his hand, then thrust it in his jacket pocket. “Sartis,” he cried out. “Lord of the Jinnoroc, Son of the Flame, Rightful King of Aosia.”

Someone had been doing their homework.

The giant’s voice erupted from a cloud of soot. “I am known?”

Albrec edged toward the opening. “I bring you gifts, O Mightiest of the Jinnoroc.” He swept his hand out to encompass the oven. “A feast of flesh, and with it, the finest culinary skills on Aosia.” He bowed deeply as the flickering shadows of Sartis’s face fell over him.

Ekron glared daggers at the poisoner.

Grenic struggled to his feet and tugged his jacket straight as he raised a questioning eyebrow at Laranos still sheltering behind the mule.

“How do you know of me, fat man?” the giant rumbled. “I thought the world had forgotten.”

Nameless studied the charred face, watched the flames lapping across its brow. Globs of magma formed around the pockmarks left by Grenic’s weapon, the damage done by hatchet and axe.

“The world remembers, Lord Sartis,” Albrec continued to fawn. “It remembers your stand against the Jinnoroc, the pain you endured.”

Sartis nodded and looked at his hands. They were encased in gauntlets of red-hot metal with wide flaring cuffs and articulated bands extending over the fingers. “My people. I killed my people.”

The giant’s words echoed about inside Nameless’s great helm. They could have been his own.

Sartis didn’t appear to notice as the bee-bird flew over to the mule and landed inside an ear. The giant’s eyes were clouded by steam, and a rumble like an earthquake sounded at the back of his throat. He dabbed away the drying magma on his face to reveal perfectly restored flesh. “I rue the day Mananoc’s son made me a gift of these gauntlets.”

Albrec attempted to regain center stage. “The Daeg gave them to you?”

“My people were once mighty,” Sartis said, “but they posed no threat to the Daeg. He did not see it that way. He is a pitiful god, afraid that his own creations will one day destroy him. He told me the gauntlets would make me strong enough to rule the Jinnoroc, but my people resisted, branded me a demon. And so, I killed every last one of them.”

“But you were duped,” Albrec said in a voice full of fake pity. “It was what the Daeg had planned all along.”

Sartis shuddered, veins of magma flaring throughout the blackened crust of his flesh. “No more Jinnoroc, no more threat to the Daeg; and so, he returned to his fretful slumber at the world’s core.”

“And you came here to the volcano,” Nameless said, “to mourn.”

“To rage!” the giant roared, gauntleted hands clenched into shaking fists. “I came here to rage!”

Ekron tried to slink from the oven unnoticed, but the giant’s beard was a cascading curtain of fire filling the doorway. The savage’s skin reddened and grew slick. At first, he was pressed back by the scorching heat, but then he covered his eyes with an arm and lunged for a gap. He might have made it, if he hadn’t slipped in his own pooling sweat.

Sartis flicked him back inside like an annoying insect, and Ekron hit the far wall with a thud.

With slow deliberation, the giant turned his blazing eyes on Albrec, as if he had decided upon the choicest delicacy. “You are a cook, you say, fat one?”

Albrec gave a delicate cough into his fist. “Not just a cook, Lord Sartis: a chef. The greatest who has ever lived. Perhaps you will allow me to prepare a meal for you?”

Sartis gave the barest of nods, and steam plumed from the corner of his mouth.

“But this oven won’t do,” Albrec said. “Won’t do at all. Cooking isn’t just about setting things on fire, you know. It’s an art, a vocation. Now,” he went on, as if he were no longer on the menu, “might I suggest a starter, one at which I excel?” He gestured toward the dead mule. “Once your palate is primed, I will cook the main course”—he indicated everyone else—“in a most exquisite sauce.”

Sartis’s forked tongue sizzled as it flicked around his lips. He reached into the chamber and picked up the mule.

Nameless had half a mind to wipe the self-satisfied smirk from the poisoner’s face. Ekron looked to be considering something even worse.

Albrec followed the giant’s hand out of the oven, and the door clanged shut behind him.

Nameless expected to be plunged back into darkness, but Bird’s lightning bugs continued to do their work, despite the faen seemingly having escaped inside Quintus’s ear. It was scant comfort knowing that, of the three companions who weren’t locked in the oven, one was a self-serving poisoner, and the other two—Shadrak and Bird—were spawn of Mananoc, given to betrayal and deception as naturally as breathing.

A bolt squeaked and snapped back in place.

“The ruddy scoundrel!” Grenic said. His face was black with soot, whiskers singed and smoldering.

Laranos peered over the top of his glasses. “I will pray for him. For all of us.”

Nameless snorted at that, then sat down and inspected the damage to his axe. The blade that had struck Sartis was cooling but looked like melted wax. The other was fine, just needed honing.

He rolled his head as far as the helm would allow and winced. His traps were tighter than Rugbeard’s clutch on a flagon of ale—gods of Arnoch rest his soul.

Setting the axe on the floor, he started to struggle out of his chainmail hauberk. Laranos came up behind him and helped him off with it.

“You must be sweltering,” the priest said. “I’m half-inclined to remove my cassock, but Grenic would probably report me. Mind you, if Sartis took one look at my cachexic torso, I’d probably be off the menu.”

Nameless gave a wry chuckle. “Either that, or Albrec would toss you in the stock as giblets.”

The chainmail sloughed onto the iron floor with a rushing clatter, and Nameless dumped the linen gambeson on top of it. He rubbed the sweat from his skin and stretched his aching muscles.

Laranos’s knees cracked as he crouched down beside him. This close, the priest’s cheeks looked sunken and slightly jaundiced.

“Thanks, laddie,” Nameless said, “for helping with the armor.”

“When I was a chaplain, it wasn’t all prayers and homilies, you know.” Laranos stared off into some imaginary distance. With a barely suppressed shudder he said, “Not out on the battlefield.”

Nameless rolled to his front and pumped out some press-ups, hoping Laranos would take the hint and leave him alone.

He didn’t.

“Used to be athletic myself,” Laranos said. “Trained with the troops, when I could. Don’t have the energy these days.”

Ekron started to prowl around the oven.

Nameless put one arm behind his back and continued to press out reps, muscles straining, sweat pouring off him. The effort was the next best thing to pain, which was what it took to drive his inner darkness back into the corners.

“No point dwelling on what’s past, laddie.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Laranos said. “Although, I wonder what the present would be like, had one acted differently in the past.”

Grenic harrumphed, as if he’d heard it all before.

“Regrets?” Nameless grunted as he shifted hands, the repetitions growing slow and hard.

“Oh no, not really. But it would be dishonest to say I didn’t miss the old days.”

Nameless stood and pulled on his gambeson, and before he had laced it up, a succession of clangs came from outside.

Ekron dropped to a crouch and hissed.

There was a scraping sound, and then the telltale screech and grind of the bolt being drawn back.

Nameless picked up his axe.

Grenic’s hand went to his saber, partially drawing it.

Ekron bared his teeth and raised his hatchet.

The door rattled and shook but didn’t open.

Grenic took a step forward, and his saber rasped as it came all the way out of the scabbard.

A fizzing noise sounded from outside, and greenish gas spilled through the hairline gap surrounding the door, followed by a flash and a bang and the stench of sulfur.

Ekron shrieked and scampered to the rear of the oven.

A hole the size of a fist smoldered midway up the door. Nameless glimpsed movement through it, and a pink eye pressed up close.

“Are you scuts going to just stand there gawping,” Shadrak said, “or are you going to help me get this sodding door open?”






FIFTEEN

Shadrak lay face down at the opening of a lava vent, finger resting lightly on the rifle’s trigger.

Twenty feet below, Albrec’s fat face was quartered like a pie in the crosshairs. The poisoner stood atop a natural table of rock, stirring a stone cauldron that steamed and bubbled.

A wave of heat scalded Shadrak’s face as Sartis passed beneath the vent, the top of his head a forest of flames. Albrec offered Sartis a taste, but the spoon was too small. Instead, the giant bent down and tilted the cauldron. His lips sizzled as he pressed them to the rim, and he sighed like a parched man taking a cool drink.

“More spice?” Albrec asked. Without waiting for an answer, he produced a glass vial from his jacket pocket, shook it vigorously, and poured the contents into the broth.

Sartis licked the grease from his lips with his forked tongue.

“One last stir,” Albrec said, “a pinch more salt, and it’s all yours.” He stood aside with a flourish.

“Finally,” Sartis said, lifting the cauldron with ease and draining the contents in one gulp. “Good. Very good.”

Albrec narrowed his eyes, then grinned. “Glad you like it.”

“Now the main course.” The giant patted his stomach.

“Patience,” Albrec said. “Allow the digestive juices to—”

“Now!” Sartis slammed the cauldron on the table, causing the cavern to tremble.

Shadrak backed down the vent, paused at the opening to sling the rifle over his shoulder, then dropped over the lip to hang by his fingertips. He found a foothold and swiftly descended.

“Positions, everyone,” he said, as he entered the cathedral cavern with the oven then scrambled up a natural ramp and clambered onto a high shelf.

“About ruddy time,” Grenic said. He crossed to an enormous stalagmite and pressed his back against it. With a raise of his saber and a nod, he edged round the other side, out of view.

Laranos took up his place behind the oven with all the enthusiasm of a man going to the gallows. Ekron crouched down next to a natural plinth, twirling his hatchet. Nameless was already in position behind a boulder at the cavern’s entrance.

Shadrak tested his sight by focusing in on the dwarf’s half-melted axe, then shifted his aim to the eye-slit, and for the merest instant he was almost tempted. Take the money and run. Would it really be so bad? Kadee would think so.

He swung the rifle toward the entrance as the ground began to shake with rhythmic thuds. The air above a ledge grew hazy for an instant, and Bird appeared.

So, the faen hadn’t abandoned them, after all.

A shadow fell across the cavern as the giant stooped through the entrance. Albrec scurried behind, puffing and panting, small as a mouse in comparison. Or a rat.

The fire giant crouched before the oven and peered at the hole in the door. With a roar of rage, he ripped the door from its hinges and thrust a hand inside.

“Gone!” he said, surging to his feet. Flames roared toward the ceiling.

Shadrak rolled back from the edge. His lungs burned from the heat, and he covered his mouth and nose against the fumes.

“With a hey, Nonny, Nonny!” Nameless bellowed.

Sartis turned, stooping so he could see where the cry came from—or rather, the song.

“And a Nonny, Nonny, hey!”

The dwarf charged, smashing his axe into the giant’s ankle.

Sartis kicked out, but Nameless danced around his foot and chopped down on a toe. The axe head bit deep.

“With a hop and a hack, and a wench on her back…”

The giant screamed, and the ceiling shook in response. A stalactite crashed to the floor in a shower of rubble.

Ekron pounced at the other foot, hatchet rising and falling, slinging blood in steaming arcs.

Sartis stomped, splitting stone and sending a booming shock wave rolling across the cavern. Ekron was flipped to his back, and Nameless bounced and clattered into the wall.

As the giant went to stamp again, Bird unleashed a stream of hornets from beneath his feathered cloak. They swarmed around the giant’s head, fizzing and popping from the heat.

Grenic leapt beneath Sartis’s foot, saber held high. The giant howled as steel lanced through his heel. Molten blood rained down. Grenic ripped the blade free as he leapt clear, but Sartis’s tail lashed out and sent him flying into the oven.

Shadrak rose on one knee and took aim, but Nameless bellowed and ran back in, swinging his axe in a glittering arc and slicing through Sartis’s shin.

Ekron jumped up and hammered his hatchet into the giant’s calf. Rubble cascaded from the ceiling as Sartis roared and raged, then bent down and grabbed at Ekron with iron-clad fingers. The savage was too quick, though, and sprang out of the way. The giant crashed his fist into the ground, leaving a crater, then his tail whipped out, coiling around Nameless’s chest, burning and constricting. The links on the dwarf’s hauberk turned red, then white. Nameless grunted and dropped his axe as Sartis rose to his full height and spun round—

—to stare wide-eyed down the barrel of the rifle.

Shadrak fired.

A deafening crack resounded about the cavern, and a tiny hole appeared between the giant’s eyes.

Sartis blinked and put a hand to his head. His tail went flaccid, pitching Nameless to the ground. The great helm struck rock with a thud and a clang. The giant rubbed a silvery smudge from his forehead—the molten remains of the bullet.

Shadrak slung the rifle over his shoulder and leapt for the adjacent wall. Pain lanced through his injured shoulder, but he clung on, swinging from handhold to handhold, wincing against the thought of the giant’s fist pounding him into mush. He made it to a narrow ledge and rolled onto it.

Nameless was back up, swaying like a drunkard, hoops of partially melted links disfiguring his hauberk. Ekron poked his head out of the crater left by the giant’s fist, snarling and hissing.

Sartis stumbled as he looked down at them. He clutched at his stomach and belched. Dirty yellow gas billowed from his lips, and his hands went to his throat. He coughed, staggered, and fell on his face. Dust spewed into the air, and fractures raced across the cavern floor. Cracks rent the ceiling, which groaned and sagged, then dropped a ton of rock on top of the giant.

It took a while for the collapse to subside, but when it did, all that could be seen of Sartis was a gauntleted hand and the twitching tip of his tail.

Shadrak climbed down from his ledge as Nameless rolled out from beneath a pile of rock. Albrec emerged from behind a stalagmite and Ekron screamed a curse at him, vaulting over the lip of the crater. Before Albrec could react, the savage swung for him with his hatchet.

Albrec side-stepped and wrapped his cheese-cutter around Ekron’s throat. The hatchet clattered to the ground as the savage clawed at the wire, spitting and gurgling.

“It’ll take your fingers off, if you don’t cut it out,” Albrec said. He turned to Shadrak. “It would seem I’m being blamed for something.”

Nameless salvaged his axe from the rubble and advanced on the poisoner.

“One more step,” Albrec squealed, “and I’ll finish him.”

There was a blur of red behind the poisoner, and then Grenic crashed the pommel of his saber into the back of Albrec’s head, dropping him like a bag of rotten apples.

Laranos crept out from behind the oven and attempted to examine Ekron’s bleeding neck, but the savage snarled and backed away.

Grenic rolled Albrec over with his boot. “Ruddy blackguard.”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said. He was beginning to wonder.

“Right between the eyes,” Nameless said. “That was one shog of a shot, Shadrak.”

“I hit the bastard, right enough,” Shadrak said, “but the bullet turned to molten mush.”

“Then…” Nameless started, then stopped as he caught Shadrak staring at Albrec’s prone body. “Poison?”

“Mamba venom, if I had to take a guess,” Shadrak said.

Nameless began to roll rocks away from Sartis’s body.

“All we need’s the gauntlets,” Shadrak said. “Don’t worry about uncovering the rest of the scut.”

Nameless already had a hold of one of the iron fingers. “I might have inherited my pa’s shovel-like hands,” he said, “but there’s no way these giant-sized gauntlets are going to fit.” He yanked on the finger and fell on his arse as the gauntlet came away in his hands.

Shadrak snorted a laugh but stopped when the gauntlet shrank before his eyes and Nameless dropped it in shock. It was now a perfect fit for the dwarf.

They worked together to free the other gauntlet, and it also shrank as Nameless pulled it off.

“Well I’ll be,” Grenic said.

Laranos touched his thumb to his forehead in what looked like an act of warding.

And then Nameless put the gauntlets on.

“Well?” Shadrak asked.

The dwarf clenched and unclenched his fists, clapped the metal palms together, then took hold of the tip of Sartis’s tail and heaved. Slowly, steadily, he drew the giant’s body out from beneath the rubble.

“Light as a feather,” Nameless said. With a roll of his helmed head, he stooped to pick up a rock and closed his hand around it. There was a sharp crack, and rock dust spilled between his fingers.

“The giant’s still breathing,” Laranos warned.

Sartis’s body was beset with fine tremors, and he let out a low, rumbling moan.

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “Let’s get out of here.”

Nameless bent down to pick up a far bigger boulder than the one he’d crushed.

“We can’t just leave Albrec,” Grenic said.

“You knocked him out, you bring him,” Shadrak said.

Grenic started to stammer a reply, but he stopped when Nameless hefted the boulder and slammed it into the giant’s head. Bone crunched, and steaming gore splashed the cavern floor.

Laranos swallowed and glanced at Grenic, whose mouth was opening and closing, though no words came out. Ekron broke the stunned silence with a hiss.

“Sartis was the last of his kind,” Bird said, black eyes glistening with tears.

Nameless snatched up his axe. For a moment, it looked like he was going to take a swing at the faen, but instead he dipped his knees and sprang up to the lava vent fifty feet above.

Shadrak cursed under his breath. He’d have had no qualms about putting the giant out of his misery like that, but Nameless…

He caught Bird watching him, one side of the faen’s mouth twisted into a smile, before he fluttered up beside Nameless in the form of a raven.

Albrec groaned and sat up. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Oh, my head hurts.”

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “We’re done here.”

He glanced up at the lava vent as Bird flew out of sight, leaving Nameless staring down at them through the eye-slit of his ocras helm.






SIXTEEN

No one spoke much on the lore craft ride back to the Mountain of Ocras, but that only added to Nameless’s suspicion that something sinister was going on. He felt certain the others were conspiring against him; that they disapproved of what he had done to Sartis. He kept telling himself that the giant had been about to come round, but he knew that was a thin excuse. The instant he’d put the giant’s gauntlets on, he’d been consumed with anger and he’d lost control.

Albrec was rubbing the back of his head from where Grenic had hit him. Ekron scowled in the poisoner’s direction, the mark the garrote had left on his throat still weeping blood. Laranos and Grenic were engrossed in silent prayer, their holy books—the Lek Vae—open on their laps. Shadrak was hunched over the control plinth, one eye on the symbols racing across the dark mirror, the other frequently glancing at Bird, who had cocooned himself in his cloak of feathers and may even have been asleep.

When they arrived, Mephesch was once more waiting for them, and he took them by silver disk through tubes and passageways into the heart of the mountain.

“Do you feel stronger?” Mephesch asked along the way.

Nameless made a fist of one of the giant’s gauntlets. “Like I could move mountains.”

“Anything else?”

“I’m not seeing demons, if that’s what you mean.”

“And your desire for the axe hasn’t increased?”

“I want it destroyed, laddie. And once this bucket is off my head, I intend to get mightily drunk. I’ll even take a flagon of Ironbelly’s, if that’s all I can find.”

That answer seemed to satisfy Mephesch, and he visibly relaxed.
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As he stepped into the conical chamber with the winding walkways and the banks of mirrors, icy cords wrapped around Nameless’s mind and drew his gaze to a metal stand, on top of which was the block of crystal that contained the black axe.

Aristodeus, seated in an armchair, slurping tea, noticed.

“Maybe the axe is growing in strength,” Mephesch said.

“More likely the efficacy of the helm and the crystal diminishes over time,” Aristodeus said.

Or maybe it was something else, Nameless thought. Maybe the gauntlets amplified the axe’s malice. He decided to remove them then and there, resign himself to a lifetime in the helm. It was bad enough what he’d done to Sartis, but last time the axe had possessed him, too many people had died.

He tried to pull off one of the gauntlets but couldn’t.

“Here,” Mephesch said, “let me.” The faen grunted as he tugged on the gauntlet with both hands, but still it wouldn’t budge. “It’s fused to the skin,” he said. “Like the helm.”

Aristodeus paled, but he quickly recovered. “There are bound to be problems. The gauntlets were made by the Daeg, after all. It changes nothing. Combined, the three artifacts will be too strong for the axe. The lore can’t be much different to that we used to mesh the helm with his neck.”

Mephesch shrugged.

“I’m sure we can come up with a way to remove them,” Aristodeus said. “But first things first: we have Verusia to plan for.”

Grenic and Laranos exchanged a worried look.

“The second artifact is a suit of plate armor created by the Daeg to make him invulnerable to physical attack,” Aristodeus said. “But he hadn’t reckoned on Dr. Otto Blightey, a lich so long-lived, so vile, there is hardly a period in Aosia’s history that has not been darkened by his touch.”

Laranos nodded gravely. “Blightey used to be holy, a counselor to Wayist patriarchs. His was a name once lauded throughout Vanatus.”

“Once,” Grenic said. “But not anymore. The blackguard’s a devil. Brother, we should not get mixed up in this.”

“Whatever happened to your Wayist charity, Grenic?” Laranos asked. “A man does not go from a model of piety to an irredeemable monster.”

“I always thought the Lich Lord was a story to frighten children with,” Albrec said. “What was that poem Quintus Quincey wrote about Blightey? My bitch of a mother used to read it to me before bed.”

“The Ballad of Jaspar Paris and Renna Cordelia?” Laranos said.

“That’s the one.” Albrec set aside his meat and began to recite:

“The maiden Jaspar rode until,

Her head fell on the floor;

Cordelia’s blade now slick and still,

A saving grace no more.

The skull did rise in curling flame

To fix poor Renna in

That deathly grin, that leeching pain

That drew her soul to him.”

“That, I’m afraid,” Aristodeus said, “is what you will be up against.”

“A grinning skull?” Nameless said. “Shouldn’t take more than a solid stomp of my boot to shatter it.”

Shadrak aimed two fingers and cocked his thumb. “My way’s even easier.”

“Blightey’s skull is invulnerable,” Aristodeus said. “Just like the armor. It is all that remains of the Lich Lord after his body was burned by to ashes by the Wayists centuries ago.”

Laranos gave an apologetic shrug.

“The skull was subsequently cast into the Abyss,” Aristodeus continued, “by the Archon. But that wasn’t an end to it. Blightey terrorized the infernal realm. He took a demon’s body for his own, melted away its head, and settled his skull atop its neck. And then he went looking for the Daeg. Even the son of Mananoc was cowed by the Lich Lord, and so Blightey took his invulnerable armor and used it to wade across the black river that runs like an artery through the Abyss.”

“No way to kill it, then?” Nameless said. “Sounds like a challenge.”

“The challenge ain’t to kill it,” Shadrak said. “It’s to get the armor.”

“Exactly,” Aristodeus said. “In and out like a thief in the night.”

“Or a baresark with a goat,” Nameless said.

But no one was laughing.

 




SEVENTEEN

Shadrak got the lore craft underway then left the others in the control room. He was sick to death of the horror stories Albrec had been weaving about Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia, and he was worried about Nameless. Whatever Aristodeus said to the contrary, things weren’t looking good, not after what the dwarf had done to Sartis.

When he reached his cabin, Bird was waiting outside as arranged.

“So, let me guess,” Shadrak said as the door slid open and they went inside. “You’re going to tell me we’re the same: a couple of shit-stirring faen spawned from the arse of Mananoc.”

Shadrak wasn’t stupid. No matter how much he kicked against the idea, it forced him to look at questions he’d left unanswered all his life, such as why he was so small, why he healed so fast, and where he had come from in the first place, because Kadee had never told him.

Bird seated himself on the edge of the bed. “Do you ever wonder about this lore craft? How you came by it? You, and no one else?”

“Guess I was just lucky,” Shadrak said. He’d been seen stealing food from a noble’s mansion and had decided to lie low in the sewers beneath Vanatus City. The lore craft had been down there, merged with the walls, half in, half out of reality. Almost as if it had been waiting for him, he now realized.

Bird shook his head. “You found it when you needed it, Shadrak, because deep down, you remembered it was there.”

“That makes it sound like I knew about it and forgot,” Shadrak said. “But I never forget.”

“You remember your infancy?”

Shadrak frowned.

“Seeing Kadee for the first time?”

This time he sighed.

“Memory is a skill,” Bird said. “One you have honed over many years.”

He was right there. Shadrak had treated his memory as a muscle, practicing all manner of exercises until he could take in every last detail about a place, a person, a mission, and file them away in his mind, never to forget.

“It’s how you survive in the guilds,” he said. “You have to know what everyone’s up to, where they live, who’s scratching whose back.”

“Of course,” Bird said, “but before you learned the skill, your recollection was as flawed as anyone else’s, yes?”

“I guess.”

“Children seldom remember much,” Bird said, “and a child of trauma even less.”

“Is that so?” Shadrak said. “You seem to know a whole lot about me. Stuff I don’t even know about myself.”

Bird drew in a deep breath. “Kadee was good to you, was she not?”

“No one better.”

“I doubt many women would have taken in a sickly-looking child with such unnerving eyes,” Bird said. “Even your own people rejected you. We are both faen, Shadrak; you must see that. Children of Mananoc.”

“Lies,” Shadrak said.

“Kadee was your foster mother,” Bird said. “But you have no real mother. None of us do. We are begotten, not made. We are like scales sloughing from the substance of Mananoc. We are faen, Shadrak, both of us. A race to whom trickery and betrayal are second nature. It was the faen who brought lore to Sektis Gandaw, and we have influenced a thousand others besides. This lore craft is of our design.”

“Are you saying that’s why I do what I do?” Shadrak asked. “Why I’m a thief and an assassin? Because it’s in my blood?”

“What I am saying,” Bird said, “is that where we come from does not determine what we choose to become.”

“So, let me get this right,” Shadrak said. “You’re some kind of naughty child who won’t do your daddy’s bidding?”

Bird chuckled. “Not just me. There is a group of us, the Sedition. I was hoping one day you might—”

“Join you? Like I ain’t got enough on my plate without getting on the wrong side of Mananoc.”

“You may already be on his wrong side,” Bird said. “What do you think these quests are all about? And what about your involvement in bringing down Sektis Gandaw?”

“How do you know these quests aren’t what Mananoc wants?” Shadrak asked.

“Mephesch doesn’t think so.”

“Aristodeus’s pet? What if he’s just hoodwinking you? Nameless said Mephesch was at the Mountain of Ocras before, working for Sektis Gandaw. How do you know you can trust him?”

“Who do you think delayed the start of the Unweaving?” Bird said. “It was Mephesch, also, who inspired me to seek my own path away from the underworld of Aranuin; he that led me to a new life in Cerreth.”

“The land of nightmares? That must have been fun.”

“I learned a lot there. Assimilated, you might say. If I had not done so, you would not be here today.”

“And how’s that, then?”

“Patience, Shadrak. There is much to tell. I had been meaning to approach you since my brother Abednego mentioned an albino of our race leaving Arx Gravis with the Nameless Dwarf. It was never the right time back then. Our eyes and ears were focused on what Nameless might do. When he found the black axe, he became the chief threat to our cause, but encased in the helm, it was difficult to say how he would turn out. Aristodeus felt he could still be used against Mananoc, if only the black axe could be destroyed. Your friend, you see, is more than he seems. More than any of his kin in the ravine city.”

“Pity the Archon doesn’t agree,” Shadrak said.

Bird nodded. “But you must stay your hand. Give this a chance. These three artifacts we seek were crafted by the Daeg himself. If anyone has reason to hate Mananoc, it is his bastard child—the product of rape. Just think: freed of the axe’s evil, and in possession of the combined might of the gauntlets, the armor, and the shield, Nameless could wade through the waters of the black river in the Abyss and confront Mananoc frozen in his tomb of ice.”

“If you’re not mistaken,” Shadrak said. “If you’ve not been deceived. My way, you need to test every step of a plan, know your enemy inside out, before you overcommit.”

“We must not fall into the trap of scrupulosity,” Bird said. “That is a favorite strategy of Mananoc’s, and people like Sektis Gandaw, and even Aristodeus, have often fallen for it.”

“So, what do we do, then? Stumble around blindly and just hope for the best?”

“For now,” Bird said, “we keep Nameless alive.” The faen whispered the last as if afraid of being overheard. “Be warned, Shadrak: your friend Albrec has been contacted.”

“By the Archon?”

Bird shrugged. “I only know that they have been speaking. I see things.” He put one thumb over the other and flapped his hands like wings. “But they are discreet. What I must ask you is, would Albrec do it? Would he go ahead and kill Nameless, or would he come to you first?”

The Albrec Shadrak knew would kill his own mother if there was profit in it. Rumors abounded that he’d done just that—although he’d also heard profit hadn’t been the motive.

“He’ll do it, right enough, and he’ll come after me next, because he’ll know I’ll come for him if he doesn’t.”

“You mean to kill him?”

“Not unless I have to,” Shadrak said. But it never hurt to be prepared.

“Shadrak.” Bird lowered his eyes and hunkered down inside his cloak of feathers. “Will you allow me to show you what is missing? From here.” He touched two fingers to Shadrak’s forehead. “I learned many things in Cerreth, and I would use my abilities to help you understand who you are, where you came from.”

Shadrak grimaced and bit his lip. He started to say no, that he wanted to leave things as they were, as he remembered them, black holes and all, but he knew he’d come too far.

Bird’s fingers slid down Shadrak’s face to his cheek, and he leaned in closer, doleful eyes becoming swirling tunnels. Bile rose in Shadrak’s throat. He tried not to blink, but slowly, as with the onset of sleep, he gave in.
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Rain came down in sheets, splattered from leaves as big as shovels, and splashed in dirty puddles. Angry shouts pursued them, and streaks of silvery flame zipped past or sent up sprays of steaming mud. Shadrak held the bundle close beneath his cloak of feathers, felt its warmth against his chest. Not his chest, he realized as the world lurched. He was the one being carried. Being carried, doing the carrying, and watching, all at the same time.

His guts rebelled against the unnaturalness of it all, and then the sensation was gone, and he knew he was the baby cradled within the cloak of feathers.

He was placed beneath a bush. Rain cascaded from the leafy ceiling. The sounds of pursuit: hoarse cries, angry. Leaves rustled. Insects—lots of insects, their collective buzzing rising to a deafening drone. Dark flecks swarmed into one undulating shape. Someone screamed. The cloud of insects swooped and dived in pursuit of dozens of shrieking voices.

Leaves rustled again. Hands grabbed him, held him tight against sodden clothing. The cloak of feathers settled over him once more, then he was jostled about as the one carrying him slipped and slid through the mud, dodged in and out of mangroves.

Rain continued to pelt them. Thunder rolled across the darkening sky.

They entered a blanket of mist. He could smell stagnant water and rotting vegetation.

The one who carried him waded out into the swamp, oblivious to the things that rolled and gyred through its waters. There was a rasp and a hiss, then a gleaming silver door appeared in midair. It slid open, and they entered.

Stark blue lights winked into life along the ceiling of a corridor extending into the distance. Heavy footfalls pounded the metal floor, coming for them. Coming.

A shadow fell over him. He glimpsed something sinuous and writhing. His carrier held him out, and he looked right into the slitted eyes of a gigantic black snake.

Then he realized it wasn’t a snake, just the head and neck of a serpent atop a man’s body.

It reached for him with enormous hands, cradled him to its cold, hard chest.

With a whoosh of air, the metal door closed, and the snake-man bore him away along the corridor.
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Bird’s face came into focus, half warm smile, half empty blackness.

“It was you,” Shadrak said, meeting the faen’s eyes, which had resumed their old solidity—dark pebbles, moist and glistening. “You were carrying me. Why?”

Bird took Shadrak’s hand in his own and gently stroked it. “You were different, Shadrak. People are afraid of difference, even the faen. Pink of eye, pale of skin. They saw only weakness, sickness, and despite all their lore, they viewed you as a curse. The faen are a hard race. They have no place for illness and deformity. The newly begotten are checked for defects. Those deemed no good are fed to the seethers and the other banes that dwell in the deepest chasms of Aranuin. I was tasked with disposing of you.”

“But you didn’t.”

Bird sat beside him on the bed. “Cerreth changed me. There, amid the manifestations of the Daeg’s nightmares, I glimpsed what that poor creature is afraid of. Together, the denizens of Cerreth are like a fractured mirror, revealing the face of Mananoc. Seeing this for myself, I was repelled. Repelled, and ashamed of what we are, what I was.

“Upon my return to Aranuin, I no longer fit in. I tried, because I had nowhere else to go, but when I saw you, when I was told to kill you, I felt only kinship and the need to get away.

“I knew there were dissenters among the faen. Knew and never approved until that moment. I took you to them—to Mephesch, Abednego and the others—and they arranged for your escape.”

“And this snake-man,” Shadrak said. “He gave me to Kadee?”

Bird pressed his hands together over his lips. “The Aculi, your foster-mother’s people, worship Mamba as a god. Ekron’s tribe, too. Mamba’s people were the firstborn of the Daeg, part human, part beast, and while there is antipathy between our races, the Sedition and the hybrids have a common aim: we would both see the Daeg freed from fear of his father, and his mother, Etala, avenged for the rape Mananoc visited upon her.”

Shadrak’s mind was a blur of competing questions, thoughts, realizations. “So,” he said at last, “now you’ve gone and enlightened me, what am I supposed to do? Take orders from you? From Mephesch? Because I bet the Archon will love that. He’s got Kadee, did you know that? She’s supposed to be dead, but he’s holding her hostage till I kill Nameless for him.”

“Even so, you must resist,” Bird said. “Stall a little longer. If we succeed in the three quests, the Archon may come to see things differently.”

“And if Albrec gets to Nameless first?”

Bird raised a finger, and he cocked his head, listening. “We have arrived.”

Sure enough, the background hum of the lore craft had stopped.

They were in Verusia, the realm of the Lich Lord.

 




EIGHTEEN

Snow-dusted pines shivered in the breeze, glistening silver under the glare of the three moons.

Shadrak shifted the rifle on his back for the thousandth time, touched both his flintlocks, and the thundershot wedged in his belt. He did the same with his blades, every contact assuaging some irrational fear that something bad would happen if he didn’t check they were all there.

The forest dropped down toward the dark artery of a river that wound through the valley floor. To the west, a veil of mist was backlit by the lights of a settlement, beyond which a jagged tower jutted above high walls with battlements like teeth.

Shadrak rummaged about in the bottomless bag he had found in the lore craft, pulled out his goggles, and put them on.

The darkness brightened to a soft green tint, and he could now see the squat houses of a town as if he were up close to them. The houses were arrayed about a domed basilica in concentric circles, each with a hanging lantern marking the entrance.

Raising his eyes to the castle, Shadrak watched hazy red figures passing between the merlons, ascending and descending the steps coiling around the tower.

He lowered his gaze to the embankment at the base of the curtain walls, then to the flat ground before it. There were scores of spikes thrust into the snow-covered earth, sacks or rags hanging from them like an army of scarecrows.

“This place puts a creep in my crotch, laddie,” Nameless said, breath misting through the eye-slit of the great helm. “What can you see?”

Shadrak lifted the goggles. “Wolfmalen.” He pointed at the town, which had reverted to pinpricks of brightness against the black of night.

“The festering heart of Verusia,” Laranos said, squinting into the distance, arms hugging his chest.

Grenic stood at the priest’s shoulder, whiskers and eyebrows bristling with ice.

Albrec sucked in his cheeks and shivered. “Couldn’t we go back to the lore craft, see if we can find some coats? Either that or a cup of cocoa.”

“You should have thought of that the last time you went snooping through my stuff,” Shadrak said.

Bird was on his knees scratching about in the snow, Ekron crouched beside him, sharpened teeth chattering. The savage was still naked from the waist up.

“What is it?” Shadrak said.

Bird sniffed at the air then tilted his head. “It is too quiet.”

The sweet scent of the pines washed over Shadrak as he strained to listen. Something rank mingled with the smell, and he put a hand over his nose.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said. “It’s the muck old Baldy tube-feeds me. Plays havoc with my guts.”

“Nothing,” Bird said, as if he were talking to himself. “No life in the trees, in the air, below ground.”

He was right. Save for the merest breeze swaying the tops of the pines, there was no movement, and the only sounds were those they made themselves.

“Wait!” Bird said, pressing his ear to the snow. He held out his hand. “Something to dig with.”

Ekron passed him his hatchet, and Bird slammed it into the frozen ground again and again, dislodging soil and stones until he had made a small hole. Passing the hatchet back to Ekron, he wormed his fingers into the hole, winced, and made a sharp clicking sound.

“Got you!” The faen stood and withdrew his hand.

At first, Shadrak thought that Bird held a chunk of metal between thumb and forefinger. It was no bigger than a coin. As he peered closer, though, it moved. Legs like strands of silver wire uncurled, wings shook above an armored carapace, and mandibles keen as scalpels clacked together.

“Don’t touch,” Bird warned, palming the creature and cupping his free hand over it. “It can pierce steel and grind rock into dust. We are standing above a nest.”

Bird lowered his hands to the hole, and the insect scuttled back inside. He piled earth and snow over it then stood, rubbing his palms together. “Stone-eaters: early experiments of Sektis Gandaw’s, before he was driven into exile in Medryn-Tha.”

“Nasty looking thing,” Albrec said. “Are they venomous?”

The air shimmered, and Bird was gone. A white owl glided into the trees without so much as a sound.

Shadrak patted his pouches again, touched each of the knives in his baldric, then started down into the valley. He’d given up worrying about what Bird was up to. They had a job to do, and the sooner they got it done, the sooner they could leave.


[image: ]



The sun crested the white horizon as they entered the town. They followed a wide avenue between houses of neatly mortared bricks, wooden shutters closed against the dawn light. Smoke plumed from chimneys, carrying with it the smell of bacon. Somewhere beyond the houses, a rooster crowed.

Almost immediately, shutters clattered open, and heads poked from windows. Voices rose in greeting, doors swung wide, and men in feathered caps leaned against the jambs, lighting pipes and exchanging platitudes.

“Now that’s more like it,” Grenic said, sauntering over to a mustached man with woolen socks gartered below the knees. “Morning, sir. Is there somewhere we can eat around here?”

The man’s eyes bulged, pipe stem halfway to his lips. “Hilda!” he yelled through the open door of his house. “Guests.”

A plump woman appeared behind him, mousy hair wound into buns beneath a straw bonnet. Her face was broad and plain—an honest face, it seemed to Shadrak, like Kadee’s, only paler and less wizened.

“Guests?” she said, staring wide-eyed at Grenic then embracing him like a long-lost son. “Come in, come in.” She began to lead him by the hand. “Come, all of you, and share in what little we have.”

“We ain’t got time for this,” Shadrak muttered, but Grenic and Laranos were already through the doorway, and Albrec and Ekron were close behind. “Is it just me,” he asked Nameless, “or are these people just a bit too pleased to see us?”

The dwarf shrugged. “I like it even less than you, laddie. The sooner we’re back in Medryn-Tha, the better. I’d rather take a stroll through the nightmare lands of Cerreth than spend another minute in the shadow of that castle.”

Shadrak snorted. “I was expecting worse. Ghosts, dead-shit that walks, witches. I should be relieved, but I ain’t.”

The man with the pipe smiled benignly and gestured for Shadrak and Nameless to go inside.
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With hot food in front of him, Shadrak felt his suspicions dwindle. Not all the way, just enough to let him wolf down his eggs and bacon without choking on it. Not enough to unstrap the rifle from his back, even if it meant he had to stand rather than sit at the table. Of course, their hosts assumed it was on account of his short legs not being able to reach the floor from a chair.

Scuts.

On the other side of the table, Grenic wiped yolk and breadcrumbs from his mustache. Laranos sipped water beside him, plate untouched. The priest tried to deflect their hosts by feigning interest in their pathetic little lives, as if he gave a damn about local culture and the pastimes of market gardeners, or whatever it was these people did.

“May I?” Grenic swapped plates with Laranos without waiting for an answer, and tucked in with gusto.

Ekron stabbed at his food and glared at anyone who might have noticed.

Albrec slurped the dregs of his tea and held his cup out for a refill.

Hilda and George exchanged glances, then, as if on cue, laughed politely. Hilda poured the poisoner more tea, and George dropped a sugar lump in the cup, raised an eyebrow, and added another when Albrec held up two fingers.

Nameless had chosen to remain outside. He said it was to keep watch, but it was more likely because he couldn’t eat or drink in the great helm.

While their hosts continued to fawn and smile, pouring tea and talking about the weather, Shadrak pushed his plate aside and nodded his thanks. “What I’d like to know,” he said, “is what those spikes are outside the castle.”

Hilda coughed and spluttered then started to wheeze.

George took her by the shoulders and led her to a seat. “Sets her off,” he explained. “Not breakfast table talk, but you weren’t to know, not being from around here.”

Hilda dabbed at her lips with a handkerchief. “Sorry, it’s my heart. Always been weak, hasn’t it, George?”

“Always been weak.” George put his arm around her. “The gentleman didn’t mean anything by it, dear. It’s only natural to ask.”

“Natural,” Hilda agreed.

George ducked his head and put a hand to his cheek. He hesitated, as if deliberating what to say, then directed his gaze at Shadrak. “There have been… bad folk in these parts. We are still a little on edge.”

“Bad folk,” Hilda echoed.

“Raiders, they say,” George said. “Troublemakers. Terrorizers. Happens from time to time. All dealt with now, isn’t it, Hilda? Safe as houses.”

“Safe as houses, George. Thanks to the Prior.”

George turned to the window where the looming bulk of the castle dominated the view. He touched his forehead. “Praise be.”

“This Prior of yours”—Laranos leaned across the table, eyebrows dancing above his spectacles—“do you see much of him?”

Hilda stood and started to gather up cups and plates. “See him? See the Prior?”

“Have you been up to the castle?” Grenic said around a mouthful of bacon.

Hilda dropped a saucer. It crashed to the tiles and split clean in half. Both halves wobbled noisily for a moment then clattered to a stop.

“No one goes up to the castle,” George said. “Not decent folk, anyway. Not without an invitation, and they don’t come often.”

“There’s a lottery,” Hilda said. “Once a year. Only others that go that way are sinners.”

Albrec leaned back in his seat, dabbing at his lips with his handkerchief. “So, a faceless watcher, your Prior, keeping an eye on you from his castle on the hill.”

“Oh no.” Hilda touched her forehead the same way her husband had done. “Not at all.”

“Nothing wrong with a distant ruler,” Grenic said. “Hardly anyone outside Vanatus City gets to clap eyes on the Patriarch.”

“No doubt all part of the mystique,” Albrec said.

Hilda and George shook their heads, tutting and muttering.

“Well, this isn’t Vanatus,” Hilda said. “We don’t want any of that Wayist tyranny here.”

“Tyranny?” Grenic lay down his utensils, pulled a half-chewed rind of bacon from his mouth, and dropped it on the plate.

“It’s all right, Grenic,” Laranos said. “Different cultures…”

“The Church of the Way does not rule in Verusia,” George said. “And the Prior, gods preserve him, aims to keep it that way.”

Grenic pushed himself up from the table. “I will not eat at the table of heathens.”

“Bit late for that,” Shadrak said.

“Ruddy scandalous, is what it is.” Grenic strode across the room and ripped the door open.

“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” Albrec said. “The food was quite reasonable.”

They filed out of the house, and when George shut the door behind them, the lock clicked and bolts were slammed into place.

“Didn’t go too well, then?” Nameless said.

“Lousy cooking,” Albrec said.

Shadrak rolled his eyes at the poisoner. “You two-faced scut.”

“I, for one, will never set foot in that heretical hovel again,” Grenic said.

“You are too harsh, Grenic,” Laranos said. “Too rigid.”

“Bird come back?” Shadrak asked.

“All I’ve seen is locals,” Nameless said. “Any more of their fawning niceties and I’m going to need him to do that finger-slug thing and clean my helm out again.”

Shadrak looked over the rooftops, beyond the huge dome at the center of town, and up at the castle and the spikes set beneath it. He had a nasty feeling he knew what they were now.

Laranos must have read his mind. “Doesn’t bode well,” the priest said, whipping off his glasses and wiping them on his cassock. “Poor old sinners, eh? I’m assuming this Prior is Otto Blightey, and it’s no secret the Lich Lord has a passion for impalement.”

 




NINETEEN

The skirling wind brought with it the stench of blood and shit. It only got worse as they drew closer. A couple of hundred yards from the spikes, and Shadrak had all the confirmation he needed. They were bodies all right. Bodies impaled arse to mouth on slender wooden poles whittled to vicious points.

“By all that’s holy!” Grenic doubled over and vomited. By the time he was done, his breakfast was a spatter of yellow and brown all over his crimson jacket.

Shadrak pressed on ahead, dimly aware the others were still following.

Up close, the smell was even worse, and muck and blood coated the bases of the spikes.

Ekron, blue-lipped and shivering from the cold, hissed at the bodies, as if they were alive and a threat.

Nameless stood motionless, staring at the forest of the dead, while Shadrak moved from one grisly corpse to the next, glancing up at the blood-soaked tips of stakes jutting from gaping mouths. He drank in every detail as if doing so could ward him from having the same thing happen to him.

Laranos fumbled through his leather-bound book with shaky fingers. He tried to read something, but his eyes kept leaving the page.

Albrec bent down to examine the insertion point on one of the victims. “Astonishing.” The poisoner looked around to see if he had everyone’s attention. “Whoever did this found a way from the rectum to the mouth without asphyxiating the victim. Imagine! Who could do such a thing?”

“Your mother?” Shadrak suggested.

“Besides her.” If Albrec was offended, he didn’t show it. He actually seemed amused by the idea. “I mean, the poor darlings probably hung there for hours, maybe even days. Every limb paralyzed, windpipe almost totally occluded. What do you suppose the cause of death was? Loss of blood? Perforated bowel?”

The wind turned and carried with it voices from back the way they had come.

A gaggle of locals had gathered at the foot of the incline, muttering and shaking their heads. One of them pointed up at the castle, and Shadrak turned to look. Scores of black shapes were pouring out of the gatehouse.

“What the ruddy Abyss?” Grenic said.

Shadrak pulled down his goggles, bringing the tide of dark figures so close he could almost touch the front ranks. They were swathed in black cloth from head to toe, with only a narrow slit for the eyes. “Let’s go.”

“And leave empty-handed?” Nameless said.

“We’re scouting, remember? Gathering information, so we can plan. Why is it so hard for you scuts to get that?”

Nameless stood and swung his axe at the base of a spike. It sheered right through, and both pole and corpse toppled toward him. With an effortless shove, he sent it back the other way, where it crashed into another spike, which fell into another, until a dozen or more were leaning at precarious angles or half-buried in the snow. The giant’s gauntlets gave him a terrifying strength, but since putting them on, the dwarf had grown sullen. Angry, even.

“You done now?” Shadrak asked.

“No, laddie, I’m far from done.” Nameless shouldered his axe and strode through the impaled dead toward the horde swarming down from the castle.

“You stay, I stay,” Grenic said. “Never leave a man behind.”

Nameless stopped and turned the eye-slit on the dragoon, then looked back at the approaching horde. He balled one of the giant’s gauntlets into a fist then started to shake.

Grenic placed a hand on his shoulder, but Nameless lashed out and sent him flying through the air to land with a grunt in the snow.

Shadrak drew a flintlock.

“No, don’t!” Laranos said.

Nameless swayed on his feet, then used his axe to steady himself. “Laddie?” he said, finding Shadrak with the eye-slit. “What’s going on?”

“You tell me,” Shadrak said.

Grenic picked himself up and half-drew his saber, but Laranos stopped him with a raised palm.

“I’m not right, Shadrak,” Nameless said. “Let’s go.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Albrec said.

Going down was far quicker than coming up. Shadrak stumbled, slid, and tumbled through the snow drifts, gathering speed near the bottom and hitting the flat at a run. The others descended on their arses. All save for Nameless, who just strode for the bottom as if ice wouldn’t dare make him slip.

Shadrak led the group straight toward the onlookers from the town. He knew the type, knew they would scatter, and he wasn’t disappointed. Scuts like that were timid as sheep without a sheepdog. But a flurry of movement along the main concourse made him falter, then stop.

More figures in black were lurching out of the domed building at the heart of the village. Every inch of their bodies was bound in strips of cloth that looked as if it had once been white but was now mottled black with mildew.

“Shit,” Albrec said. “Tits up one way, fanny fart the—”

Shadrak cut him off with a pistol blast that dropped a mummified woman to the snow.

Nameless stepped to one side of him, Grenic the other. Albrec and Ekron started to back away, leaving Laranos standing there mouthing the words of a prayer.

The sound of Ekron whining like a frightened dog made Shadrak glance behind.

The tide of dark figures from the castle had reached the top of the slope. There were hundreds of them, and yet there was no sound as they began to stagger and stumble down.

“Between a ruddy rock and a hard place,” Grenic muttered.

An owl hooted, then swooped overhead.

In its wake, a colossal roar went up from the other side of the domed building, followed by the tramp of booted feet.

Dozens upon dozens of men and women surged onto the main concourse and ripped through the lurching horrors, hacking, cleaving, thrusting. They were swathed in animal pelts, and wielded spears, swords, and wooden shields. The men were long-haired and bearded, the women hard-bodied and tall. The newcomers flowed past Shadrak and the others and clashed with the shambling army coming off the slope.

The initial attack was devastating, but swiftly, the fallen creatures were replaced by more pouring in from the back.

A giant of a man, bearded to the waist and wielding a long single-bladed axe, broke away from the fight and ran toward the companions.

“Follow me,” he growled. “My warriors will pull back once you’re safe. The Prior’s cadavers won’t pass the borders of the town.”

“They won’t?” Nameless said.

“Don’t ask me why. Either following orders, or they can’t. Like most things in Verusia, they ain’t exactly natural.”

Wings flapped, and Bird appeared behind Shadrak. “You can trust Lorgen,” the faen said, barely audible over the clangor of battle. “We share a common foe.”

“Move it,” Lorgen said, striding toward the far side of town. “I don’t want to lose any more of my people than I have to, and I don’t like the look of that.”

Streamers of smoke were spilling from the castle and drifting toward them against the wind.

Shadrak didn’t need any further prompting.

Laranos, Albrec and Ekron were already hurrying after Lorgen.

Bird gave a grim smile then once more took to the air in the form of an owl.

As soon as Shadrak started to move, Grenic and Nameless came with him. He had the sense that, if he were stupid enough to turn back and fight, they would have followed.

He cast a final look at the clashing forces.

Lorgen’s people had already lost their advantage and were starting to withdraw.

Beyond the battle, closing with terrible swiftness, tendrils of mist were coiling about each other, thickening, coalescing, darkening into a vile brume that threatened to roll right over them.

 




TWENTY

Fingers of mist groped the edges of the promontory, tickled the nubs of rock poking through the snow, then recoiled, as if that wasn’t what they were looking for.

Because they were looking, Nameless was sure of that. He’d watched them snaking through the trees since the setting sun had tinged the clouds with red.

At first, the mist had come on fast, harried them from the town of Wolfmalen, but then it had slowed in its pursuit, as if it had lost them. It was still searching for them, though, creeping through the pines. And it was getting closer.

Nameless took a step toward the mist, axe gripped tight in the giant’s gauntlets. Better to face a thing than hide from it, he’d always said. He shook with either fear or suppressed rage—he couldn’t tell which. Fear, he guessed. It was best to be honest about these things. He’d felt something similar under the spell of the black axe: a terror that could only be assuaged by blood.

Was it the gauntlets?

He splayed the fingers of one hand, held it up to the eye-slit of his helm. Made no sense. The gauntlets had granted him the strength of a giant. More, even, for they had made Sartis the mightiest of all the Jinnoroc and given him the power to destroy his kin. The stronger you became, the less you had to fear. That was as plain as plain could be. But Sartis had been afraid, hadn’t he? So afraid that he’d hidden away for centuries in the roots of the volcano. And the maker of the gauntlets, the Daeg, was said to cower in the bowels of Aranuin, right on the cusp of the Abyss. A trembling god. A paranoid one, petrified by his own endless nightmares.

“Anything?” Lorgen said as he came up the hill from the camp.

It seemed Lorgen’s people had scores of similar hideaways scattered throughout the woods. They split themselves into small groups, the better to avoid detection, and employed runners in snow shoes for communication.

“Nothing I can get a good swing at, laddie.”

Lorgen laughed deep down in his belly. It sounded good-natured enough, but that didn’t mean it was. “Fighting’s not always the answer. Not here in Verusia. Kill one of those black-garbed pieces of dung, another replaces it. There’s no end to them. Dark sorcery gives them the appearance of life, same as it conjures this bastard mist.”

“The Prior?”

“Aye, that’s what the lackwits in Wolfmalen call him. To the rest of us, he’s still Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.”

“And what is it with the townsfolk, laddie? I found them a little…” Nameless struggled to find the right word.

“Docile?” Lorgen offered.

“Aye, that about sums it up.”

“Deluded? Beguiled? Because I tell you, they weren’t always that way. They were our people. They were free folk, till the Lich Lord put a glamor on them. Fodder’s all they are now. Well, not all. There’s more going on, but I can’t fathom it. Blightey has them all believing he’s some kind of holy man, and that the Church of the Way is the evil behind Vanatus’s oppression of our homeland.”

“Maybe he plans to draw other nations to his cult,” Nameless said, “build himself a power base.”

“Maybe. The Vanatusian Empire has its enemies, and a new religion might be what it takes to unite them. But to achieve that, Blightey would first need to expand whatever he’s doing in Wolfmalen to other parts of Verusia; and yet even here, there is no growth. Wolfmalen’s population never changes. Once a year, people go up to the castle. They don’t come back. But then the Lich Lord captures more free folk, and within days, they’re as compliant as the rest.” He shook his head, then stared at out the questing mist as an awkward silence settled between them.

Lorgen was a big bastard. Big, and ugly with it. Face more scars than skin, ledge of a forehead, and a beard even dwarves would have found ostentatious. He had an axe, too: a long-hafted single blader. Ordinarily, it would have been hard not to like him, on account of that alone, but Nameless was caught up wondering if that axe would be used on him; if he could take the big man down, should it come to it.

Why? he asked himself. Why think that? Lorgen had come to their aid, and he’d been nothing but friendly.

But other thoughts wormed their way into Nameless’s mind:

That’s how it always begins. How do you think he got those scars? Are the giant’s gauntlets going to be enough, if he starts on you?

“I’ve a question for you,” Lorgen said. “What brings you to Verusia? Because you’re clearly not from around here.”

“Oh?” Nameless said. “And what makes you think that?”

Lorgen stooped to look down at him. “Your height, for one thing. Yours and the little fellow’s who came to me for help. Not to mention the pale-faced midget in the cloak. Then there’s your accents.”

“Bird came to you, you say?” Nameless said. “I mean, I knew he led you to us”—in the form of an owl—“but how did he know where to find you?”

“You have to wonder,” Lorgen said. “And I don’t mind telling you, he gives me the creeps, what with the way he changes form and all. Though, in a strange sort of way, that’s what persuaded me he wasn’t from Blightey. The Lich Lord disguises himself, right enough, but he’s no changeling, and few are the animals that will come anywhere near him. This Bird said there was trouble brewing. Said you had wandered too close to the castle. That made you either stupid or ignorant as far as I’m concerned. No one deserves to be tortured and impaled for either. But the other one, the one with the pink eyes: I’ve not seen hide nor hair of him since we reached camp. He’s not foolish enough to go back there, is he?”

“Shadrak?” Nameless shrugged. “I wouldn’t call him foolish. He takes too many precautions for that, and he makes a virtue out of being unseen. He was planning to return to our…” How should he put it? “… transportation, to pick up some more supplies.”

“But if we could return to my first question…” Lorgen said.

“Why did we come here? Business with the Lich Lord.”

“And what business is that?”

“He has something we need.”

“A friend?” The scars on Lorgen’s face pulled tight as he grimaced.

Nameless shook his head. “Just something.”

The tension visibly melted away from Lorgen. “That’s good. Well, not good. Any business with Otto Blightey tends to end in suffering. But it’s good you’ve lost no one to him.”

“And you have?”

Lorgen glared down the slope at the mist. “It’s receding. The mist hasn’t detected our camp. We only moved a few nights ago. The old site was compromised last time the mist came.”

“This is a regular occurrence?” Nameless said. “I thought we’d triggered it by straying too near the castle.”

“You probably did. But the mist is a frequent menace, wafting through the woods, looking for us.”

“But why?”

Lorgen rolled his shoulders and looked off into the last ribbons of bruised sunlight sinking beneath the horizon.

“Because we are his.” He sneered. “All of Verusia is his. Mostly dead. Mostly undead. But the Lich Lord maintains a sizable stock of the living.”

“Then leave,” Nameless said. “I know I would.”

“Getting in is all very well,” Lorgen said, “but you try getting out and you’ll find the Empire’s border patrols much more zealous. They won’t chance anything leaving Verusia and infecting their lands. Not only that, but Blightey has creatures out near the fringes. Horrors that make sure no one tries to leave.”

“And this is better?” Absently, Nameless pulled at one of the gauntlets, even though there was no point. They were as much a part of him now as the helm.

“We survive,” Lorgen said. “In pockets of resistance, we survive. And we grow. The laughter of children graces our camps. Maybe one day, if we hold out long enough…” His voice trailed off, as if he lacked the conviction to continue. When he resumed speaking, it was in fits and starts, until he brought his tongue under control by some colossal act of will.

“Shit on him. Shit on Otto Blightey.” Lorgen may have been warding himself with curses. “Three days I was in his dungeons with nothing for company but the sounds of screaming.” He winced and closed his eyes. “My daughters. My wife. Think hard before you go there. Think very hard.”

“Not sure I have a choice, laddie,” Nameless said.

But he did have a choice, didn’t he? He had survived well enough trapped in the great helm, and he’d done no more harm—save to Sartis. It might have been an inconvenience traveling to the Mountain of Ocras to be fed, but compared with the alternative…

Nameless had to wonder: was that how the dwarves of Arx Gravis felt about him—the way Lorgen did about Blightey? The Ravine Butcher had slaughtered their loved ones, stuck their heads on spears.

The familiar cramps of despair gripped his innards. There was no coming back from what he’d done. No forgiveness. No atonement.

So, why was he risking his companions’ lives on some madcap quest to free himself from the helm? To rid himself of the lure of the black axe? He had no right. No shogging right.

“It’s heading out toward the crags,” Lorgen said, his focus back on the mist. “Where our old camp used to be. Good thing we moved. Come.” Lorgen started off back down the slope. “At least we can chance a cook fire now. Don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Always, Nameless wanted to say. Always shogging starving. Not so much from the need for sustenance, because Aristodeus’s muck took care of that, but for the taste of food. And of beer. If nothing else, a flagon of ale would settle his nerves and get him feeling like a dwarf again.
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There was more than one fire back at the camp, though most of them were little more than smoldering piles of snow-damp deadfall that spat and gave off too much smoke. Lorgen’s people roasted skewered strips of meat over the dwindling flames. It smelled like chicken, which to Nameless trapped inside the great helm suddenly seemed the most delectable food in the world.

The canvas shelters around the perimeter of the camp were almost invisible under their blankets of snow. A couple of men were finishing off putting up new tents for Nameless and his companions—likely the shelters of the fallen, or those who had been taken by the Lich Lord. Such unexpected kindness, such consideration for strangers, thawed the doubts Nameless had been having about their rescuers. Why go to all this trouble? Why come to their aid in the first place?

Albrec glanced up from whatever he was roasting on a long stick. It looked like sausages. “I went with Shadrak back to the lore craft,” the poisoner said, “and picked up some supplies. I assume you’re hungry. Oh, of course, you can’t eat, can you?”

Lorgen settled himself with a group of his people. A woman offered him some meat, but he shook his head. The low hubbub of voices greeted his arrival. Probably, they had a lot to talk about.

Nameless sat next to Bird on the far side of Albrec’s fire. The faen’s head was turned pointedly away from what was cooking. Clearly, he wouldn’t be eating, either.

Laranos had his nose in his book. He looked ashen, and thinner than he had mere hours ago. Or was that just the firelight sending flickering shadows over his face?

Grenic was sharpening his saber with a whetstone, short, sharp licks and the occasional long, slow stroke all the way to the tip. It looked as though he had already given what was left of his hair the same meticulous attention, the way it was plastered over his scalp in finely combed strands. The dragoon acknowledged Nameless with a nod, then tested the edge of his blade, licked his finger, and went back to his honing.

Ekron hawked and spat into the flames. When Albrec handed him a sausage, the savage ripped into it with jagged teeth.

“Shadrak not back?” Nameless asked no one in particular.

“No sign of him,” Albrec said. “Not that that’s anything unusual. Left me to lug the supplies back by myself and slunk off to do his thing, whatever that might entail. Do you think I should save him one?” He held up a sausage, shrugged, and took a bite out of it. “Probably not much point.”

“Ho, Lorgen!” a man’s voice called from somewhere back in the trees.

Conversation around the camp died in an instant, leaving only the sound of popping and crackling from the fires. Fat sizzled from one of Albrec’s sausages, but he swiftly snatched it from the flames.

Lorgen rose and peered into the dark at the edge of the clearing. Others started to stand, too, but when a man in a bulging fur coat stepped from the trees, they relaxed. He wore wooden snow shoes and a fur hat with flaps that covered his ears. As he tugged off a glove, he nodded to Lorgen, then gestured with his thumb behind.

“What is it, Hoag?” Lorgen asked.

Three more figures emerged from the trees: two men leading a woman by the arms. Her grey dress and auburn hair were frosted over with white.

Nameless stood and approached Lorgen. “Everything all right, laddie?”

Lorgen raised an eyebrow at Hoag for an explanation.

“This is Naithe Lysson,” Hoag said. “From the Lankwood cottages. We found her wandering alone, frozen half to death. The Lich Lord came to her home, she says. Her husband and child…”

“He drank them,” Naithe said, her eyes empty and unfocused. “He drank their souls and made me watch.”

“Why?” Laranos asked, snatching off his spectacles. Nameless hadn’t heard the priest approach. “Why would Blightey do such a thing?”

Hoag looked to Lorgen for permission, then led Naithe to sit by a fire. Immediately, a knot of women gathered around her, consoling her with hugs and offering her food.

“Why would he do it?” Lorgen said. “Why would the Lich Lord murder her family? Because he feeds on fear. It reminds him what it was like to be alive.”

“But why would he let her go?” Nameless asked.

Lorgen let out a sharp laugh devoid of all humor. “So she can spread her tale of terror. And because he enjoys her grief.”

 




TWENTY-ONE

This ‘something’ you seek,” Lorgen said, after he had invited the companions into his tent and out of earshot of his people, “it must be very important to you. To you all.”

“So what if it is?” Shadrak said.

“Now, now,” Grenic said. “Hear him out. What’s troubling you, Lorgen?”

The big man chewed over his reply before he gave it. “Whatever you think you’re doing that involves Otto Blightey, your presence here imperils my people. We are hunted. Continuously. The last thing we need is for you to provoke him further.”

“Nameless?” Laranos said. “After all, this is about you.”

“Lorgen is right,” the dwarf said.

“What?” Shadrak said. “Are you backing out?”

“Too many lives are at risk, and all for what? A half-baked plan to free me from this helm? So I can get back some sort of life and pretend Arx Gravis didn’t happen?”

“You can’t back out now,” Bird said.

“It’s too late for me,” Nameless said, and Lorgen frowned. “I can’t live with this helm on my head, and now the giant’s gauntlets won’t come off, and I’ve started to change.”

“Change how?” Shadrak asked, pink eyes narrowed to slits.

“I’m not myself, laddie.”

“Tell me about it.”

“It’s kill or cure for me now,” Nameless said. “I have to go on.”

“Then you’re decided?” Lorgen said.

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Lorgen’s massive chest heaved. “Then I ask that you give us time to break camp and separate our path from yours.”

“We will,” Nameless said. “Or rather, I will. The rest of you should go back.”

When Shadrak started to protest, Nameless said, “I’ll pay you for lost time.”

“With what?” Shadrak said. “You came to me for money, remember? For this gym of yours.”

“If it’s all the same to you,” Albrec said, “I’ll wait for you back at the—”

“Not a chance,” Shadrak said. “You even think of taking my lore craft again…” The assassin stopped himself, but the look Albrec gave him was sharper than any blade.

“If Nameless stays, we all stay,” Grenic said.

Bird steepled his fingers in front of his face, and Nameless had the impression the faen was trying to hide a smile.

Lorgen shook his head. “You have no idea what you’re up against, and for that I pity you.”

“I am sure Otto Blightey has done terrible things,” Laranos said, “and that you and your people have suffered greatly, but we must be careful not to demonize the enemy. We have to make the effort to understand him, know what makes him tick.”

“Then I’ll make it easy for you,” Lorgen said. “Pain. Suffering. Sadistic pleasure. Blightey is evil to the core, and anyone who thinks otherwise will quickly learn the truth. It’ll be a sharp lesson, I can tell you. A stake up the arse.”

“Ah,” Laranos said with a wag of his finger, “but Blightey wasn’t always that way. None of us starts out bad.”

“Bollocks,” Lorgen said. “Think what you like, but my people are out of here come sunrise. Keep the shelters we put up for you. If you’re intent on dying, at least it won’t be from the cold.” He took a step toward Laranos. “You’re a clever one, right enough, an educated man, but let me give you a word of advice: dance with the demon, and he’ll take every last scrap of hope, humanity, and dignity remaining to you.”

Laranos swallowed and glanced at Grenic for support.

“Your funeral,” Lorgen said, then he strode from the tent.
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Outside, Lorgen’s people quickly dispersed, ducking into their tents, murmuring and shaking heads. Any goodwill they might have had guttered like the fires left untended around the camp.

“Miserable scuts,” Shadrak said. “I say we get this over and done with.”

“We wait until morning,” Nameless said. “I gave Lorgen my word.”

“So?”

“I’ll not break it, laddie, and neither will you.”

Shadrak flashed a pink-eyed glare at Nameless, and Nameless glared back through the eye-slit of the great helm. The air bristled between them, but then the assassin scowled and stalked off to one of the newly erected tents, and Nameless let out the breath he’d been holding.

“Am I sleeping with you?” Albrec said, scurrying after Shadrak.

“In your scutting dreams.”

“I suppose you’ll do, then,” Albrec said to Ekron, and the savage followed him meekly into another tent.

“You go ahead,” Laranos said to Grenic. “I’ll join you in a minute. I need to speak with Nameless first, if that’s all right?”

Nameless nodded and went with the priest to sit by the remnants of a fire.

“I need to know what is at stake,” Laranos said. “If you’ll excuse the pun.” He winced, clearly remembering in too much detail. “Grenic and I have been quite swept away by events since stepping through Aristodeus’s portal. It’s all still very new to us.” He looked up at the cloud-choked sky, where the one visible moon was little more than a corona of filth. “But this business with you, Nameless: I’ve picked up a little, but I don’t even know the half of it.”

“You don’t need to know.”

Nameless started to stand, but Laranos put a hand on his arm.

“What is it?” the priest asked. “I’d like to help.”

Nameless settled back down and sighed. What would it hurt to tell the truth? Laranos and the others were only here because of him. He owed them some explanation, surely.

“Arx Gravis.” The only words that would come.

“I don’t understand,” Laranos said.

Of course he didn’t. How could he? The priest wouldn’t have a clue where the ravine city was, let alone what had happened there.

“I…” Nameless started, then looked away.

“I am a priest of the Way,” Laranos said. “Whatever it is, I’m sure I’ve heard worse.”

“Not this time.”

“There is nothing so bad it cannot be forgiven,” Laranos said.

“That’s where you’re—”

“Nothing.”

Nameless pivoted the great helm so he could look the priest in the eye and spot the signs of fake concern. He found none, only the slight glisten of moisture and a rapt focus, as if he were the only personal in the world for Laranos at that moment.

“You’re sure?” Nameless said.

“Sure I’ve heard worse? Maybe I haven’t, but I am sure of the Way’s mercy. Trust me.” Laranos took off his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If anyone should know, it’s me.”

Nameless’s defenses melted. He recounted the bare basics of what had happened at the ravine, all the while watching the priest for any hint of condemnation.

Once or twice, Laranos looked up at the clouded sky, as if he could glean understanding there, but then he returned to silently watching and listening.

When Nameless finished, Laranos asked, “What else?”

“What do you mean?”

“When day breaks,” the priest said, “we may all be in grave peril. You have no choice but to go on. Grenic won’t back out now. And Shadrak… He’s conflicted, but he’s your friend, I can see that, no matter how hard he tries to disguise it. If Lorgen is right about Otto Blightey—and I’m not ready to concede that point yet—there may not be another chance.”

“For what?”

“For you to offload the things you haven’t told me, the matters that weigh most heavily on your soul.”

Nameless tried to kid himself he’d told it all, but he hadn’t. He’d left out the details: the heads on spears, for one. The rivers of blood. And then there was Cordy, how ashamed he was of his feelings for her now she was out of his grasp. He’d told Thumil he would protect their marriage—and he would—but it wasn’t what he really wanted, and he despised himself for that.

Laranos watched him silently, waiting for him to start. Slowly, falteringly at first, Nameless began to talk again, accusing himself of all that he had done, not just the generalizations he’d already given, but every last detail he could remember. It was like lifting the lid on a box of secrets: more and more memories came flooding back, one connected to another in a continuous stream of condemnation.

When he was done, the pause was so long, he thought Laranos was too shocked or too repulsed to speak.

But then the priest recited a formula in Ancient Vanatusian, as if Nameless weren’t the most cursed person in the whole of Aosia. As if he weren’t a butcher of his own kind.

As if he were forgiven.

Nameless wept. He sobbed and smiled and felt the heat of gratitude rising from his guts.

“You see,” Laranos said. “No one is beyond the mercy of the Way.”

They walked together in silence until they reached the tent Grenic had entered.

“Well, good night, Nameless,” Laranos said. “And don’t worry if the guilt returns. It’s a persistent foe, but over time, you will see yourself as the Way sees you.”

“I hope you’re right,” Nameless said.

But already he could feel the black dog pawing at the edges of his mind.

It was a temporary fix, no better than getting drunk on beer. Come morning, he thought, as he entered the tent Lorgen’s people had pitched for him, he had no doubt things would be back to normal.
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Muckman Brindy was shaking like a leaf. His red cloak and iron helm—the uniform of the Ravine Guard—told Nameless he was dreaming.

They were in a mineshaft with Kaldwyn Gray and one other… Ming Garnik, but there was no sign of him. And then Nameless realized: Ming was already dead, and the thing that had killed him was hunting the rest of them.

“It’s in the walls, sir. It’s in the shogging—”

Muckman screamed.

Fingers of stone sprouted from the floor and wrapped around Muckman’s ankle.

Nameless charged in and swung his axe. The blade shattered, and the haft went flying. He grabbed Muckman’s wrist, pulled with all his might, but another rocky hand emerged and took Muckman around the waist. Muckman let out a gurgling yowl. Blood sprayed from his lips. Bones crunched.
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Nameless woke with a start. Cold sweat streaked his face within the great helm. Something was wrong. Something about the dream taunted him. And then he realized: he’d not been Nameless in the dream. He’d had a name then, and it was… it was…
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He was in a dark chamber. There were five walls. At the apex, the shadows coalesced into the shape of a twin-bladed axe.

Next, he was descending a sloping passageway. Rows of skulls on spikes lined the way—dwarven skulls with their beards intact. They looked impossibly ancient.

One rose into the air and burst into flame. When the fire died down and the smoke dispersed, all that remained was a mottled skull with chattering teeth. It turned smoldering eyes of crimson on him, and jagged barbs snagged his soul, drawing him in, drawing him in…
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Someone shook him awake.

“Nameless!”

It was Grenic.

Nameless sat up and blinked his eyes into focus.

“Laranos has gone,” Grenic said.

“Gone?”

“You were with him last.”

“I saw him to your tent,” Nameless said. “Lorgen and his people?”

“Left at dawn, like he said they would.”

“Could they have taken him?”

Grenic shook his head. “They headed west. Shadrak found a single set of footprints going in the opposite direction.”

“Toward the castle?”

Already the warmth of forgiveness was giving way to the chill of foreboding.

“Why?” Grenic asked. “Why would he do such a thing?”

No one is beyond the mercy of the Way.

Laranos had not just been referring to Nameless…

“He thinks he can bring the Way’s forgiveness to Otto Blightey and save us in the process.”

Shadrak poked his head through the tent flap. “It’s Laranos, right enough. The prints enter the mist. He must’ve lost his sodding mind.”

“Then we go after him,” Grenic said.

Shadrak shook his head. “From now on we do things my way. I’ll bring him back, but just in case I don’t, give me two hours and then come after me. Because no one’s shoving a spike up my arse.”






TWENTY-TWO

Shadrak followed Laranos’s footprints to the fringes of the mist, which lay like a blanket over the snowy ground. The sun slid from behind a cloud but was swiftly smothered again. Sinuous ropes of mist separated out from the main body and quested towards him.

Shadrak backed away and then broke into a run. A vaporous tendril lashed at him, but he tumbled beneath it and kept on running, boots crunching through the snow. Behind, the entire carpet of mist changed course and drifted after him.

Panting, Shadrak entered the forest, weaving in between the firs. Mist seeped over the roots, always just a heartbeat behind. He slipped and slid down a low bank, and wispy streamers curled over the ridge in pursuit.

Wolfmalen was eerily silent as he entered the main street. Pink stained the snow piled up along the road, but there were no carrion birds and no bodies. It was as if the dead had simply dusted themselves down and walked away.

The stench from the forest of impaled victims carried to him on the breeze as he reached the far side of town. This time, he gave it a wide berth, and instead angled toward the castle in the cover of snow drifts and outcroppings of rock.

Once in the shelter of the curtain walls, he edged around the perimeter until he came to a low wall that jutted out from one of the buttresses. On the other side, the wall fell away into a pit. At the bottom, a tunnel led beneath the castle.

Shadrak dropped into the pit and pulled on his goggles, blinking as they whirred and clicked into focus. He peered into the tunnel, seeing its bricked cylindrical walls in stark green outline.

The floor was packed with broken rock and strewn with dead rats. Most of them had missing limbs. The air was dank and musty. The walls sweated water and slime, and the rubble on the floor was slick with drenched moss.

Shadrak picked his way carefully between the dead rodents until he had passed the rubble. The floor was smooth on the other side: grey flags, neatly mortared and flanked with fluted pillars that were truncated by the low ceiling.

His footfalls here were hollow, their echo unnaturally loud. When he moved more stealthily, the scuff and scrape of his boots was like a man shoveling snow.

He followed the corridor until it opened onto a vaulted chamber. Three ribbed archways, left, right, and center, led from it to spiral staircases. Guttering torches were ensconced either side of the arches, casting flickering shadows across a mosaic floor that depicted dozens of wolves surrounding a wounded stag.

Shadrak raised his goggles now there was more light.

A plinth stood at the center of the floor space, and chained to it, one leg clamped in a heavy iron band, was a living gargoyle. Its long face terminated in a snaggletoothed beak. Rough nubs atop its head were all that remained of horns. Wings like a bat’s—though cruelly lacerated—were furled upon its hunched and spiny back. The stub of a scorpion’s tail hung beneath them. The tip seemed to have been severed some time ago and had healed over as a misshapen club of scar tissue.

Shadrak slid a flintlock free and cocked it.

He edged closer, expecting the thing to pounce at any moment. It had enough slack in its chain to reach him, if it had wanted to.

That was when Shadrak noticed it wasn’t a plinth the creature was secured to; it was a spool for yard upon yard of chain. On the top was some kind of ratcheting crank. With someone to turn the handle, the gargoyle had enough chain to get to the mouth of the tunnel, maybe even the pit. Probably, it was allowed there to feed on the limbs of rats from time to time. But why not the whole rat? Either rodents’ legs were its favorite delicacy, or it had the appetite of a sparrow.

The gargoyle tracked him with its black eyes. When Shadrak was a pace away, it curled in on itself and shuffled back. Strings of dark blood hung from its beak, which remained clamped tightly shut.

“What are you?” Shadrak asked. “Blightey’s guard dog?” He waved his flintlock at the tattered wings, the tail, the horns. “Did he do this to you?”

The gargoyle let out a whimper and tucked its face into its chest. It brought the remnants of its wings overhead and hunkered beneath them.

Shadrak lifted its beaked face with the end of his gun. He could almost hear Kadee telling him to take pity. But pity wasn’t going to do anything for the poor creature. It was a wonder the gargoyle was still alive, the state it was in. And pity wasn’t going to find Laranos, either.

“I don’t suppose you know if Blightey had a visitor in the night, do you?” he asked.

The wings fell aside as if the gargoyle no longer had the strength to hold them in place.

Shadrak prodded its beak with his flintlock, tried to wedge it open. “If you can understand me, I need answers.”

The gargoyle pulled back, but Shadrak grabbed the stump of a horn and held it in place. He shoved the gun past a curled fang, levered it up and down.

With a squawk of pain, the gargoyle stopped resisting. Its beak split like a gash, and it vomited forth dark blood.

Shadrak snatched the gun away. Shrill cries interspersed with wheezing breaths squeezed their way past something that was blocking the gargoyle’s throat. Shadrak stared, transfixed. Lodged at the back of the gargoyle’s mouth was something vaguely pear-shaped, only the pear had petals of iron that were open and flush against the creature’s palate and tongue. Protruding from the center of the pear was some kind of corkscrew with a wing nut at the end. The wing nut was moving, turning in response to… what? A change in resistance now the gargoyle had opened its beak?

A quarter turn, and the petals pushed deeper into the flesh of its mouth. Another, and the creature shrieked as its tongue ruptured in a fresh spray of blood. The shriek turned into staccato, sobbing moans as the petals forced the gargoyle’s beak ever wider. Ligaments snapped, and the lower part of the beak flopped to one side. Still the wing nut turned, and still the petals continued to open.

The gargoyle’s sobbing devolved into ragged gasps. Its black eyes stared at Shadrak, imploring him.

And he understood.

He raised the flintlock.

The gargoyle shook its head, sending a spray of gore to the flagstones. It angled a tortured look up at the ceiling.

Someone would hear.

Blightey would hear.

The gargoyle started to spasm, and the skin of its face around the beak ripped open.

With a curse, Shadrak whipped out a knife and slashed it across the gargoyle’s throat. The creature shook violently for a few seconds, then its head fell to one side and it slumped to the floor.

Shadrak’s hands trembled. All his years of killing hadn’t prepared him for what he’d just seen.

He wiped the knife on his cloak and returned it to his baldric, then, flintlock in hand, he headed for the central staircase.

Cobwebs thick with dust hung like drapes from the ceiling beyond the archway. The stairway hadn’t been used for years. Centuries, even. The same with the one on the right; but the left-hand staircase showed signs of recent use: a rent through the clog of webs, and footprints in the dust covering the steps—someone had come down and gone up again.

Shadrak followed the tracks upward, past niches set at intervals in the walls in which stood statues: a robed woman straddling a serpent; a child with the head of a fish; a man nailed to a tree.

He continued up the winding stairwell until he reached a corridor at the top. It was paneled with dark wood and lit by the wavering glow of oil lamps suspended from curling brackets.

Straight ahead, the floor was carpeted with cockroaches. Many of them were dead, but others scuttled among the desiccated husks of their kin, as if they were feeding on them. The cobwebs were thicker here, drawn like curtains.

The right-hand passage was similar, only its ceiling had sagged in places and was dark with water stains and black mold. There was a stench like pepper mixed with stale piss.

Once more, the only signs of activity were to the left. But even here, the corridor was not clear of filth and infestation. It was just that the frayed and tattered carpet had a depression worn into its center from decades of use.

Shadrak lingered at the junction, fighting back the urge to turn and flee. He patted each of his belt pouches, touched the blades in his baldric, felt for the grip of his second flintlock, reached behind to check the Thundershot was still tucked into the back of his belt. He closed his eyes briefly to center himself on the image of Kadee’s face.

Creeping on the balls of his feet, he edged along the corridor toward the door at the end. The walls here were hung with animal heads and display cases filled with spiders and scorpions. One held a preserved frog nailed to a wooden cross.

The door was of heavy oak, banded with iron. Some sort of magical glyph had been burned into the wood: an octagon surrounding an eight-pointed star.

He pressed his ear to the door and listened. Nothing. He put an eye to the keyhole. It was dark inside. He tried the handle, but as he suspected, it was locked. Selecting a pick from his tool-pack, he prodded about inside the keyhole. There was a faint click, and a tiny needle dropped to the floor.

Oldest trick in the book. One of Albrec’s favorites.

Switching to a snake rake, he slid it past the pins repeatedly, bouncing them until they reached the shear line and there was a resounding clunk.

Shadrak opened the door a hair’s breadth, waited exactly ten seconds, and then slipped inside, closing it behind him.

The room was black as the grave, silent and chill.

Goosebumps stood out on his forearms, and there was a prickling at the nape of his neck. He tugged the goggles back down, illuminating the room in hues of green.

He was before a wide dais upon which stood a semicircle of outlines. They could have been pillars. The dais formed an island upon the sprawling checkerboard floor. There was a door opposite, but a massive statue had been placed in front of it. The statue resembled a man, perhaps ten feet tall, with full-bellied muscles shaped into the stone. The goggles revealed darker veins of green running through the surface. The face was broad, the jaw square and set in a grotesque leer.

Shadrak edged around the room. He kept flicking looks over his shoulder at the statue as he inspected the adjacent wall, tapping, poking, listening, but finding nothing until he came to a freestanding rack bristling with weapons: a spear, a guisarme, a halberd, a bill-hook. There was a jewel-studded scimitar, a curve-pronged sai, punch daggers, sword-breakers, a trident and a morning star. An immense greatsword hung from the wall behind the rack, its outsized blade serrated along one edge.

Turning back to the dais, Shadrak saw that what he had taken for pillars were in fact statues of men and women in various styles of dress. He’d been mistaken due to one grisly oddity: the statues had no heads.

As he approached, he adjusted his goggles. The lenses whirred and clicked, and the rest of the chamber blurred out of focus as red light suffused the statues.

Not statues, Shadrak realized, reaching out to touch one, feeling the pliancy of flesh: bodies. Decapitated bodies. Impossibly, still warm. Tremors ruffled their clothing, as if somehow, without heads, they continued to breathe.

There were twelve in total. The largest was that of a man over seven feet tall, encased in plate armor that glowed orange through the goggles.

A thud came from beyond the door he had entered by.

Shadrak ducked down behind the dais and peeked around the edge. The goggles registered a reddish blur through the wood of the door. The handle shook violently, then clattered to the floor. There was a howl of wind, and the door flew open.

 




TWENTY-THREE

There were no footsteps, but Shadrak felt something enter the room. A cold thrill ran beneath his skin.

He waited, counting once more to his obligatory ten, and then he chanced a look.

A ball of crimson flame hovered in the air above the headless bodies.

Shadrak ducked down and raised the goggles. Whatever it was, it was kicking out a lot of heat. The blackness of the room was bathed with a flickering glow. Licks of orange, yellow, and red reflected from the weapons in the rack, limned the stone statue, bathed the bodies on the dais.

Holding his breath, Shadrak peeked again. It wasn’t a ball of fire hovering over the bodies. It was a skull. A skull with blazing rubies for eyes. Its jaws clacked as it moved from one headless body to the next. It circled behind them and finally stopped directly above the armored colossus.

Shadrak could see the armor clearly now: intricately fluted plate, its dark metal embossed with swirls and leaves that wound about its surface like a strangler vine. He didn’t doubt for an instant this was what they had come to Verusia for: the Lich Lord’s armor, crafted by the Daeg in the bowels of Aranuin. Armor that rendered its wearer utterly invulnerable to attack.

Slowly, purposefully, the skull lowered itself onto the stub of neck protruding above the gorget. It pivoted once, twice, three times, as it screwed itself in place.

Waxen skin seeped up from within the armor to coat the skull. Black dots pushed through its scalp, sprouting like weeds and forming a mane of dark hair that fell limply over the ornate pauldrons capping the shoulders. Almost immediately, the hair faded to grey, and then white, and yellowish stains streaked through it like the ravages of disease. Pallid hands came up to twist the head from side to side, making sure it was secure.

Waves of frigid air rolled off the armored figure, and Shadrak shivered. He pressed himself close to the floor, praying to Kadee not to let him be seen. He almost prayed to the Way, too, just in case, but then called out silently to the Archon instead. At least he might answer. It was a thin hope.

Metal plates grated and squeaked. Had he been spotted?

Shadrak started to crawl on his belly to the statue by the door. Behind him came the chink and scrape of metal on stone.

He slid behind one of the statue’s tree-trunk legs, rolled to his knees, lunged for the door handle.

There was a cracking sound, and something cold grabbed the back of his neck, pinning him to the floor. He gasped for air, thrashed and twisted. He managed to wriggle onto his back, but fingers of stone closed around his throat. The dull eyes and implacable face of the statue glared down at him, and its leer now looked more of a self-satisfied grin.

“Splendid!”

The voice came from behind the statue, lisping, scarcely more than a whisper.

Metal scuffed on stone. One step, two steps.

A shadow fell over Shadrak, and the same rasping voice said, “A burglar in my castle? Whatever is the world coming to?”

The armored man loomed over Shadrak, ruby eyes excoriating, blue-tinged lips twisted into a sardonic smile.

“Not just any old burglar. A faen.” He leaned on the hilt of the greatsword. Blue veins webbed the back of his hands. “An albino faen. My, did they cast you out? It’s a wonder they didn’t dash your brains out at birth or throw you to the seethers.”

Shadrak squirmed in the grip of the stone hand, fingers straining for his belt-pouch. The statue hoisted him into the air by the throat. He kicked and gasped as the armored man leaned in close, breath rank with rot and decay.

“I would like a name, if that’s not too much to ask. Perhaps, as your host, I should go first. Blightey. Dr. Otto Blightey. I have a thousand-and-one other titles, but we can dispense with most of them. There. Now you.”

“Shadrak,” he rasped, lips moving without his consent.

Blightey gave a slight nod, and the statue let go.

Shadrak landed in a crouch, wheezing and coughing, clutching his bruised throat.

Blightey lifted one hand from the sword hilt and waved his fingers at the statue. “Good boy. Back to your post. I don’t think our visitor is going to be any trouble.”

Shadrak was already raising his flintlock.

“Are you?” Blightey snapped.

The flintlock slammed home in its holster before Shadrak knew what he was doing.

“Sorry to disappoint, but even a lore weapon like that is utterly ineffectual against this armor.”

“Wasn’t aiming for the armor,” Shadrak growled.

“Ah, a head shot,” Blightey said. “Very sensible. But equally futile.”

Shadrak reached toward a belt-pouch but found himself grabbing his crotch instead.

“Now, now,” Blightey said. “Less of that, if you don’t mind. It’ll make you blind.”

Every instinct screamed at Shadrak to get out of there, but his legs wouldn’t obey him. Paralysis held him in its invisible grip, prevented him from reaching his weapons, for all the good they would do. He began to shake, felt the urge to plead well up from inside him, but he wasn’t going to give Blightey the satisfaction. He fought against it with a lifetime of threats and intimidation.

“Where’s Laranos, you scut? Where’s the sodding priest?”

“My, you are testy, aren’t you?” Blightey said. “I can see we’re going to have lots of fun together. Your friend—I’m assuming you are friends, or is it more than that? You did say ‘sodding,’ after all. It wouldn’t be the first time a consecrated Wayist has succumbed to the temptations of the flesh. No? No romance? Do you mean to say this friend of yours is truly holy? How novel. And what a fitting subject that makes him for our first bout of fun together.

“Bold of dear Laranos to come and see me by himself, don’t you think? That’s what intrigued me enough to let him in. Most visitors don’t make it past the barbican. Trips and traps, you know the sort of thing. You can never be too careful. I was just making a start with Laranos when you set off the ward. Poor chap must be freezing down there without any clothes on. Come on, you can lend me a hand. I’ve not clapped eyes on a faen in donkey’s years. I just love all that conniving.”

Blightey crossed to the door Shadrak had tried to flee through and held it open. “After you.”

Shadrak tried to resist, but his legs had a life of their own.

He glanced at the statue on his way out. It was still once more, nothing but inanimate stone.

“Come along,” Blightey said, following Shadrak onto a landing with stairs leading down at the other end. “Let’s not keep him waiting. I had the impression he wanted to give me a serious talking to, you know, about the error of my ways, that sort of thing. The last person who tried that was some itinerant friar or other, centuries ago. I was young. I was heartless. But he had gumption, I can tell you. Poor fellow was still blabbing about forgiveness around the bloody tip of the spike protruding from his mouth. Let’s just hope, for your friend’s sake, that age has mellowed me.”

 




TWENTY-FOUR

Nameless glared up at the curtain walls either side of the barbican while he waited for Albrec to pick the lock of the small door set into one of the two massive ones.

“No sign of the blackguards that came at us before,” Grenic said. “I don’t like it.”

Ekron prowled about the crest of the hill they had climbed, an open invitation for who or whatever was inside to come out and fight.

For once, Bird stood with the group, rather than taking off and doing his own thing.

“Must have got a look at my axe and soiled their moldy bandages,” Nameless said.

Grenic grunted.

Truth was, Nameless was relieved the walking cadavers hadn’t come streaming out of the barbican a second time. Relieved, but also bewildered. Why hadn’t they come? There had been no end to them before. What if they were holed up inside, waiting for the companions to enter and the doors to close behind them?

“How long’s this going to take?” Grenic asked.

Albrec cursed under his breath. “Keep your hair on. It’s no easy matter, a lock of this complexity.” He rummaged about in his pack for a bigger pick.

“There are wards on the door,” Bird said. He was staring at the wood, eyes flicking left and right, as if he were reading. He made a series of sweeping gestures with a claw-like hand as he muttered incomprehensible words, then said, “Now they are gone.”

A clunk sounded from the lock, and Albrec stepped back from the door. “You may thank me for my brilliance.”

Grenic put his shoulder to the door, but it didn’t budge.

“Let me,” Nameless said. He pressed his gauntleted hand to the wood and shoved, and it flew open as easy as a tent flap.

There was a portcullis inside, a wrought-iron lattice from ceiling to floor, and whatever mechanism opened it was somewhere on the other side.

Albrec sighed and shook his head.

Done with wasting time, Nameless strode up to the portcullis and took a grip low down. Still not used to the power of the gauntlets, he heaved too hard and sent the portcullis flying upward with a clash and a clang. He half-expected it to come crashing down again, but when he looked up, he could see the portcullis was badly buckled and jammed in the vertical grooves cut into the walls that housed it.

The barbican opened onto a courtyard that formed a snow-capped island around the keep. The outer walls threw long shadows over the ground and blocked what little sunlight squeezed through the cloud cover.

Grenic headed straight for the bridge that crossed a narrow moat encircling the keep. Nameless had to jog to keep up with him.

The courtyard was deserted, and there was no movement atop the walls. Even the perimeter towers seemed devoid of life. Blightey’s creatures had known there were intruders amid the forest of spikes the day before, and Shadrak had seen shapes on the walls through those goggles of his. The fact there was no one in sight now only served to make Nameless worry. He felt like a mouse walking into a trap, with Laranos as the cheese to bait him.

He slowed as he reached the bridge and angled a look below. The moat oozed black. A large fin broke the surface and rolled back under. Once or twice, stubby snouts bristling with serrated teeth burst free of the tar.

“Keep up,” Grenic called from the far side. The dragoon was already in front of the door to the keep—a slab of stone three times his height and wide enough to drive a cart through. At its center was a massive carving of a lion’s head, jaws parted, not in a roar but a scream.

Nameless focused on that image of anguish so he didn’t have to think about the moat and the things swimming within its murk.

Ekron pushed past him, followed by Albrec, who practically skipped over the bridge as if it were on fire.

Nameless risked another look down at the dark sludge, found himself imagining what it would be like to be ripped apart by those jaws. He lurched and steadied himself with a hand on the railing. The bridge juddered, and for a moment, he thought he’d misjudged his newfound strength again. He could have sworn he heard mocking laughter, the distant roll of thunder. There were voices, too: whispers, snide remarks, people talking about him. They coalesced into a single voice, calling out his name.

“Nameless!” It was Grenic. “The bridge!”

The surface beneath Nameless’s feet shuddered, and then he heard it crack. A line appeared between his feet and started to widen as the bridge split in two, each section dropping away toward the moat.

He lunged for the side nearest the keep, reached for Grenic’s outstretched hand…

And fell.

 




TWENTY FIVE

Laranos was spread-eagled naked on a rack, streaks of blood smearing his forearms and shins. He twisted his neck as first Shadrak and then Blightey entered. His eyes widened at the sight of the Lich Lord’s armored frame, and then he frowned in confusion.

Seeing the priest like that brought home the full horror of Shadrak’s helplessness. Even if Blightey permitted him to draw a weapon, what would be the point? Even if he could have penetrated the Lich Lord’s armor, the skull was all that was left of Blightey’s original body, and that was invulnerable. Blightey’s adopted body was as expendable as an old coat. Destroy that, and the skull had already shown it could fly. If it needed another set of arms and legs, it had plenty more headless bodies waiting upstairs.

There was a door on the far side, opposite the one they had entered from. Shadrak gave it only a cursory glance. He didn’t want Blightey to know he’d seen it, despite the fact that it was probably locked, and even if it wasn’t, he suspected his legs wouldn’t obey his command to flee.

Beside the rack holding Laranos, a thing like a man stood. It was flayed head to toe, nothing more than blood-slick muscle and sinew. Tatters of flesh failed to conceal the pulsating black heart in its warped and twisted ribcage. Bloodshot eyes bulged from mushy sockets, perpetually terrified.

The thing—it had once been a man—dipped its grotesque head at Blightey and backed away, trailing crimson across the flagstones. Gore dripped like melting wax from its fingers, and Shadrak made the connection: the blood smears on Laranos’s limbs were not his own; they were the marks from where this creature had touched him, held him down, and stretched him out.

“Sorry to keep you,” Blightey said to Laranos as he clattered and creaked into the chamber. He propped his greatsword against a wall. “I took the opportunity to change.”

From hooks in the whitewashed walls, all manner of implements hung: pincers and prongs; saws and hammers; clubs and flails. There was a selection of manacles and thumbscrews, bullwhips, a cat-o’-nine-tails. On the floor stood a brazier filled with hot coals, behind it a set of scalpels on a wooden bench. There were rats in cages—these ones were living; glass tanks containing snakes, spiders, and scorpions. In one corner, an iron maiden stood. Its door hung open, revealing wicked-looking spikes inside. A cage hung from the ceiling, something rotting within. Clamps and bear traps were scattered about the floor, along with chains in sloppy piles. Stacked neatly against a wall were half a dozen stakes like the ones outside the castle.

“Ah, I thought you might notice them,” Blightey said. “It’s something of a passion. You saw my little display on your way up? I’ll teach you how it’s done, if you like.”

Laranos’s eyes bulged above his spectacles—he still wore his spectacles, if not anything else. His black cassock was folded neatly upon a chair with his sandals on top. His book lay open on the bench nearest the rack. Bloody prints smeared its pages.

“We were studying scripture together,” Blightey said, “until you interrupted us.”

The flayed monstrosity shuffled toward the book, but Blightey waved it back. “You are no longer needed. See?” He held up his hands and waggled his fingers. “I’m quite capable of riffling through the pages myself now.”

The Lich Lord placed a cold hand Shadrak’s shoulder. “Help me out, my little faen. Brother Laranos and I were having a chinwag about scripture—more a debate actually, about what the true meaning of the Way is. We have reached something of an impasse, and I was hoping you might adjudicate.”

Shadrak’s brain was a scramble. He clutched in vain at threads of thought that might tell him what to do. His fingers twitched over the grips of his flintlocks, but he couldn’t draw them. Every word Blightey spoke, every piece of utter nonsense, captivated him. He had to listen, and yet all his instincts screamed at him to cover his ears, close his eyes, and curl up into a ball.

“Take this passage, for example,” Blightey said. He picked up Laranos’s book, licked his finger, and thumbed through it till he found the place. “‘The races of Aosia are fickle, self-serving, and greedy of gain.’ Now, Brother Laranos says this is merely a warning about what would happen in a world without the Way; but I say it is a statement of the truth of things as they stand. The evidence, I might add, is on my side.”

The chains holding Laranos to the rack clinked as he struggled to shift position and failed. When he spoke, he kept his voice soft, as if he were exercising patience with a slow student. “All things were created by the hand of the Way. And the Way is goodness itself. That means that all things are, by their very nature, good.”

“They are?” Blightey said, with a conspiratorial wink at Shadrak. “But how do you account for this passage? ‘You shall eat the flesh of your sons and grind the bones of your daughters into dust.’ Or this? ‘I will lay waste your cities and open the jaws of the Abyss against you.’ Does that sound like goodness to you?” he asked Shadrak. “It seems to my mind that the Lek Vae contains more gristle than grist. During an outbreak of plague, or the slaughter of armies, during famine, or earthquake, or on the more personal level”—and here he smirked—“where there is rape or murder or even the slightest injustice, the scriptures hold up a mirror to life in all its inherent cruelty.”

“The Way does not deny suffering,” Laranos said. “But it reminds us of the context of suffering; it weaves a path of hope, of love, of redemption through what otherwise would be unbearable.”

“It does?” Blightey said. “Go on. Oh, before you do… Shadrak, do be a dear and fetch one of those stakes. I would do it myself, but this armor makes me such a butterfingers. You might ask why an invulnerable skull needs a body and armor. I ask myself such things all the time. But there are only so many options open to a skull. I can’t tell you the difference a stout pair of arms and legs make.”

He waggled his fingers, and tongues of shadow plumed from them, leaving sooty trails in the air. With a flick of his wrist, Blightey flung the shadows.

The flayed man stiffened and began to putrefy. He let out a gurgling cry of pure anguish, then collapsed in a pool of bubbling fluids. Another wag of Blightey’s fingers, and fire consumed the mess, leaving nothing but dust and ash in its wake.

“Hurry up now,” Blightey said to Shadrak. “There’s a good fellow.”

Shadrak did as he was told and fetched a stake. Even without the display of sorcery, he knew he would have had no choice. Blightey already had total control over Shadrak’s limbs, but it was as if the Lich Lord wanted to foster the illusion he might refuse—if Shadrak had not been such a coward.

“Sorry about that,” Blightey said to Laranos. “Please, go on. You have my undivided attention.”

Laranos’s eyes tracked Shadrak’s return with the stake, but the priest pressed on, as if he took hope from Blightey’s feigned interest. “The Way created us with free will.”

“Nothing is free in this life,” Blightey said. “Do go on.” He nodded enthusiastically at Laranos, and at the same time waved Shadrak closer to the rack with the stake.

Laranos licked his lips and again tried to shift position. Blood seeped from beneath the manacles holding his wrists and ankles. He opened and closed his mouth several times, as if he didn’t know what to say. Eventually, he asked, “But you believe in the Way?”

“I believe in my way,” Blightey said. “Sorry, just my little joke. Seriously? It may come as a surprise to you to learn that I agree with the basic Wayist position about free will giving rise to the possibility of good and evil in the higher creatures. The animals, while certainly cruel, can be neither one nor the other, or have I misunderstood?”

“And the Way’s mercy?” Laranos said. The priest reminded Shadrak of a player of seven-card, trying not to let on he held a hand that would trump Blightey’s.

“Yes, yes,” the Lich Lord said. “The ocean of forgiveness in which we all swim.”

“All of us?” Laranos was watching Blightey like a hawk.

“I, for one,” Blightey said, “was never particularly touched by the Way’s mercy.”

Laranos started to respond, but Blightey held up a hand for quiet. “A moment, please, Brother. This is crucial.”

The Lich Lord stood at Laranos’s feet and beckoned Shadrak to join him.

“There,” Blightey said. He spread Laranos’s thighs wider with his palms. “You see the sphincter? Bring the top of the stake here. That’s it. A little to the right.”

Shadrak’s hands shook with the effort to pull away. His guts twisted and writhed, and pressure built within his head.

“Nothing is beyond the Way’s mercy,” Laranos said. His voice had gone up in pitch and betrayed the slightest quaver. “No one.”

“The Way and I are no longer on speaking terms,” Blightey said. “Besides which, experience has taught me that people are seldom merciful, and so they must either be indulged or utterly destroyed. If you offend them, they do not forgive; they retaliate. It therefore stands to reason that you must injure them greatly, then they can do nothing in return. Now, I need you to remain quiet for a second. Ready?” he asked Shadrak.

Shadrak growled and tried to resist. He cried out to Kadee in his mind, to the Archon, but there was still no response. There was just him and Laranos and Blightey.

And only one of them had the volition to act.

“Gentle now,” Blightey said. “Easy as she goes. Don’t want to rupture the bowel.”

The manacles holding Laranos’s ankles rattled and shook. His breathing quickened into staccato gasps that swelled into labored heaves.

The tip of the spike touched puckered flesh.

And Laranos screamed.

 




TWENTY-SIX

The last thing Nameless saw was Grenic’s hand reaching for him but not quite getting there. He pitched backward and cried out as he plummeted toward the water and the waiting jaws.

Talons gripped his shoulders and hoisted him aloft. The thwop, thwop, thwop of enormous wings drowned out the pounding of the blood in his ears.

The talons dumped him on the snow-covered ground at Grenic’s feet. There was a violent flutter, cries of relief from his companions, and then Nameless found himself on his back, looking up into the gnarled face of Bird.

“Hazards abound,” the faen said. “And the next is before us.”

Nameless rolled to his knees and followed Bird’s gaze to the stone door of the keep.

“You all right?” Grenic said, stooping to offer him a hand up.

“Better than I was a moment ago.” Then to Bird, Nameless said, “Thank you, laddie.”

Albrec was already running his hands over the surface of the door. “No lock. No mechanism. If it’s trapped, it’s nothing I’ve come across before.”

Ekron started to growl at the lion’s head carved into the door.

“Don’t touch,” Bird said.

“I say we look for another way in,” Grenic said, eyeing the battlements atop the keep, as if he planned on climbing.

“Here.” Bird pointed at the lion’s gaping maw—it was so big, it could have swallowed him whole. “An illusion.” He placed his hand in the mouth. The darkness beyond was so complete, his hand disappeared.

“An old faen trick,” Bird said. “It is a portal.”

“Then let’s waste no more time,” Grenic said. “If we’re not already too late.”

“Agreed,” Nameless said, striding toward the door. “I’ll go first.” Either he faced his fears head on, or he remained outside, cringing like a child afraid of the dark. It was galling to admit, but he’d never been so frightened in his life.

“Wait,” Bird said.

Nameless suppressed the urge to punch him. He needed to do this now, get inside, confront Blightey, before his resolve ebbed away.

“In Aranuin,” the faen said, “portals lead to one of two places: where you expect them to go, or into oblivion. My people leave clues as to which, but sometimes the clues themselves are traps.”

“Shogging faen,” Nameless grumbled. “Is nothing ever simple with your people?”

“This is not one of ours,” Bird said, running his hand around the edge of the lion’s mouth. “But it is similar. The Lich Lord is known to the faen. We have both aided and opposed him, as is our way.”

“Blightey got this idea from your lot?” Grenic said. “So what do we do?”

Bird shook his head. “With no clues, it is a gamble.”

“Fifty-fifty,” Albrec said. “The odds are reasonable. Ekron.” He gestured to the opening, but the savage hissed and glared venom at him.

“No,” Grenic said. “Brother Laranos is a fellow Wayist, and that makes him my responsibility.” He twisted the end of his mustache and set his jaw. “Duty demands that I…”

He trailed off as Bird pulled himself over the lion’s bottom lip and disappeared into the void of its jaws.

Nameless counted the beats of his heart, willing the faen to reappear.

One, two.

Grenic turned a worried look on him.

Three, four.

Ekron snarled and backed away a step.

Five.

“Oh, well,” Albrec said. “Can’t win them all.”

Six.

Bird’s head poked out of the darkness. “Come,” he said, before ducking out of view again, and one by one, the companions climbed in after him.

Nameless was the last to go. He hesitated longer than he knew he should have. Voices whispered at him to turn back, find another way across the moat. He could live with the great helm. Being fed through tubes wasn’t so bad. And it wasn’t as though any of them were really his friends, was it? He barely even knew them.

He immediately cursed himself for a spineless shogger. Self-doubt was for the beardless. And as for fear, it was a simple enough trick to turn it to anger. He’d been doing that most of his life. He just had to think about what the Svarks had done to his brother Lukar.

Livid now, he clambered over the lion’s lower jaw and rolled into the pitiless dark of the opening.

Dizziness swamped him, and his guts lurched into his mouth. For an instant, a new terror overcame him: the thought that he might once again vomit in the great helm. But then he was standing on solid ground, the pounding of his heart keeping time with a steady drip, drip, drip.

It was still dark, but not the absolute blackness of the lion’s maw. Here, it was murky, grey, sepulchral.

Grenic was already pacing the floor, searching for some hint of which way to go. Albrec and Ekron were looking about with hushed awe. Bird seemed more intent on Nameless than on their new surroundings. Was it concern or something else?

They were in some kind of mausoleum. Ancient sarcophagi were nestled in crumbling alcoves behind spiderweb veils. The ceiling was high and vaulted. A single chandelier as big as a boat hung like a threat above them. It shed no light. Its candles had long since burned to nothing. Three steps stretched from wall to wall across the opposite side of the tomb. Grenic had already climbed them. He turned, silhouetted in the flickering glow coming from the hallway at the top, and gestured for the others to follow.

Nameless looked warily about, eyeing the stone-carved coffins as if they might open at any moment.

The others made their way to the steps, but their fear was palpable. Nameless didn’t linger any longer. He felt exposed on his own. Vulnerable.

They followed Grenic along a hallway flanked with burning braziers. The cloying scent of incense was heavy in the air, and beneath it lay the odor of dankness and mold.

Albrec began to hum to himself, and quickened his pace. Grenic frowned at him, but then slowed and let the poisoner take the lead.

Almost immediately, Albrec stopped and held up a hand. He whipped out a handkerchief and mopped his brow.

“What is it?” Grenic asked.

Ekron turned to keep watch behind them.

Bird, cocooned in his cloak of feathers, looked on through stony black eyes and nodded knowingly.

Nameless made his way alongside Grenic as Albrec crouched down to inspect the floor. Nameless saw it in an instant. He was a dwarf: stonework was in his blood.

“The flagstones,” he said. It was an old trick the Ravine Guard employed for defense, should the city ever be invaded.

“I spotted it first,” Albrec said, standing. “One foot on it, and you’ll likely feel nothing. Two, and the flagstone collapses. If the fall doesn’t break your neck, there’s bound to be something else down there that’ll get the job done. Spikes is my guess.”

“Aye,” Nameless said. “If it’s not snakes or scorpions. But this is the Lich Lord’s castle, so I’ll go with spikes.”

“Poison tipped, no doubt,” Albrec said. “I wonder what he uses.”

“So, what now?” Grenic asked.

Bird dissolved in a flutter of wings and flew ahead in the form of a raven. When he resumed his own form at the far end of the hall, he pointed to three spots on the floor. “Pits there, there, and there.”

Wasting no time, Grenic made a beeline for Bird. Nameless shrugged and went after him. Albrec whistled as he followed, and Ekron brought up the rear.

The hall terminated in a wall with a staircase in the left-hand corner spiraling upward, and a gigantic painting set dead center. The canvas was mottled with black mold, but Nameless could clearly make out a group of men seated at a table sharing a meal.

“There’s a door here,” Albrec said from over on the right.

It was small enough to be a dwarf’s door, oak-paneled, and with a barred window.

“There are steps beyond,” Albrec said, peering between the bars. “Twisting down.”

Bird ran his eyes over the painting.

“It’s like the banquet our scriptures say will be prepared for all the Wayist luminaries,” Grenic said. The dragoon stepped toward it, reached out to touch the canvas, but snatched his hand back at the echoing sound of a scream from somewhere below. “Laranos!” he said.

Albrec was already working on the lock. “It came from down here,” he said. “Oh, look, I’m getting faster.” The lock clicked, and he pulled the door open.

Grenic shoved the poisoner aside and barreled down the stairs. As he rounded the corner out of sight, his saber rasped clear of its scabbard.

Ekron faltered for a moment, then went after him.

“Don’t mention it,” Albrec said.

Nameless fought back the fear gnawing at his nerves by taking a stranglehold on his axe. It wasn’t right. He used to look forward to the prospect of a good fight. Verusia had changed him. Or was it Mount Sartis and the fire giant’s gauntlets? Something had changed him, that was for sure, and he didn’t like it one little bit.

Bird shrunk and morphed into a sparrow, then fluttered down into the dark.

With a deep breath and a hammering heart, Nameless went next.

Behind him, the door clicked shut, and when he cast a look back over his shoulder, there was no sign of Albrec following.

 




TWENTY-SEVEN

Easy now,” Blightey said. The Lich Lord’s breath was an icy chill on Shadrak’s cheek. “Realign and push.”

Shadrak’s hands shook as he tried to resist, but it was wasted effort. He pushed the spike anyway. He was compelled.

Laranos’s screaming went up a notch. Shadrak felt it every bit as much as the priest did.

“Again,” Blightey said with a rasp of pleasure.

Shadrak’s hands obeyed. Something ruptured inside Laranos. Blood and filth slopped over Shadrak’s forearms, and the stench made him gag.

Laranos’s scream ripped apart into shreds of agonized wheezing. Crimson froth bubbled from his mouth.

“Ah,” Blightey breathed. “Almost there. Three quick shoves now: One, two, three.”

Laranos shuddered uncontrollably. His wheeze became a gurgling choke.

“Steady,” Blightey said. “Steady. One last decisive drive on my mark. And… push!”

Shadrak gave it more force than he wanted to. He tried to look away, but invisible hands held his head in place.

The tip of the spike burst from Laranos’s mouth in a spray of gore.

Blightey stepped in and closed his hands around it. Dark fire sprang up, then poured down the priest’s throat. Laranos screamed with his eyes, but the blood gushing from his mouth dried up almost instantly.

“Cauterized all the way to the point of insertion,” Blightey said. “Prolongs the agony. You should thank me, Brother.” He patted Laranos on the shoulder. “Everything a Wayist could ever want to learn about suffering packed into two, maybe three short days. Now, we just need to arrange for you to be taken outside the—”

Heavy footfalls cut him off—running steps, from beyond the door on the far side.

Laranos let out a low moan from somewhere deep in his chest. His tormented eyes bored into Shadrak’s.

Something thudded into the door, once, twice, and then came the sound of muffled voices, clipped and urgent.

“Your friends?” Blightey asked. “I was so caught up with what we were doing, I’d quite forgotten about them.” He cupped a hand to his mouth and called, “Sorry, we’re not in.” Then to Shadrak, he said, “Idiots. They’ve as much chance of opening that door as—”

An iron-clad fist smashed through the wood in a shower of splinters. It withdrew, and then the door flew apart as Nameless came crashing into the room.

If the dwarf registered the horror on the rack, he didn’t let on. Instead, he slung his axe over one shoulder and said, “You must be Blightey. I’ve a bone to pick with you, laddie.”

A sparrow flew between the dwarf’s legs and disappeared under a bench.

Grenic slipped through the wreckage of the door and circled away to the right, saber in hand. He took in Shadrak with a glance, but when his eyes found Laranos, the color drained away from his face.

The savage Ekron came next, snarling like a rabid dog.

Of Albrec, there was no sign, which was nothing unusual.

“Brother!” Grenic cried. He ran toward the rack.

Blightey splayed his fingers. Purple motes swirled about their tips and shot toward the dragoon.

At the same instant, the sparrow emerged from beneath the bench and swiftly grew into Bird. Even before the transformation was complete, a swarm of bees gushed from beneath the faen’s feathered cloak to intercept Blightey’s magic. There was a deafening drone, a succession of fizzes, and then the smoldering husks of insects fell to the floor. Blightey’s sorcery died with them, though, and not a single mote touched Grenic.

Chains fell away from Shadrak’s mind. He slid both flintlocks from their holsters and let rip with a barrage of bullets. Each shot ricocheted from the back of Blightey’s armor, so he aimed for the head and was rewarded with a spurt of blood. It may as well have been a flea bite, for all the effect it had.

Blightey whirled on him, but before the Lich Lord could so much as raise a hand, Nameless barreled into him. Blightey flew across the room and crashed into a workbench, splitting it clean in two.

Swirling his cloak about him, Shadrak slipped behind the open door of the iron maiden.

Ekron moved in on Blightey like a hyena come to feast. Bird waved him back as the Lich Lord got to his knees, but the savage leapt and brought his hatchet down.

Blightey’s hand lashed out and caught him by the wrist. Ekron screeched as black veins coursed along his arm, then Blightey lunged to his feet, holding the savage aloft with ease. Ekron writhed and kicked as dark tendrils crept up his neck and across his face. He punched Blightey with his free hand, split open the Lich Lord’s nose.

Nameless swung his axe in a murderous arc. The blades shrieked across the fluted plate armor without so much as a scratch, but the force made the Lich Lord reel and stumble.

Ekron dropped from Blightey’s grasp. Half the savage’s body was webbed with black, and he grimaced in pain. Nevertheless, he switched his hatchet to his good hand and hacked Blightey in the mouth. Blood sprayed, but the hatchet shattered against the Lich Lord’s teeth.

Blightey grabbed Ekron by the throat, and the savage’s face turned to coal in an instant, then he crumbled into dust.

Grenic’s saber crashed into the back of Blightey’s head. A chunk of scalp splatted against the wall, exposing the unscathed bone of the skull beneath.

Nameless hit from the other side, putting the full strength of the giant’s gauntlets behind his axe. Blightey slammed into the wall and slumped to the floor. This time, he was at least winded, and struggled to rise.

Shadrak took courage from that and opened fire.

Blightey flung a bolt of darkness at him. Shadrak leapt aside, but another bolt came, then another. Shadrak tumbled and swerved, sprinted and dived just to stay alive.

Nameless and Grenic came at Blightey from either side. The saber sliced an ear off, and Nameless delivered a decapitating blow that was stopped by the gorget. This time, the force sent the Lich Lord skimming across the floor. He crashed into the greatsword he’d left leaning against the wall, sent it clattering.

Grenic charged, but the flanged blade came up in Blightey’s hand, and Grenic’s saber went spinning away across the room.

Nameless’s axe swept down. Blightey blocked with the greatsword, but the dwarf had the strength of giants. Beneath the plates of armor covering it, Blightey’s arm went limp, and the sword fell from his grasp.

The Lich Lord made a fist of his other hand then opened it. Two tiny shadows hopped from the palm and quickly swelled to the size of men. One grabbed Nameless by the right arm, the other by the left, and the dwarf froze at their touch, axe clutched tight in a death grip.

Blightey’s face was a mess of bloody tatters, and here and there the invulnerable bone of his skull showed through. He glared from Nameless to Grenic to Shadrak, but he had forgotten about Bird.

A hawk swooped down and ripped out one of the Lich Lord’s eyes. Instantly, the shadow men holding Nameless dispersed. Blightey hurled bolts of lightning after the hawk, but it banked away then landed in the form of the faen.

Where there should have been an empty eye socket, an angry red ruby burned out of Blightey’s face. His injured arm hung useless, but the other plucked a cloud the color of bruises from the air and sent it drifting toward Bird.

Shadrak held both flintlocks in one hand, and with the other threw a glass sphere at the Lich Lord’s feet. A concussive blast shook the chamber, and Blightey bounced off the ceiling then hit the floor with the clunk and clatter of armor.

And still he rose.

The cloud advancing on Bird drew back and coalesced around Blightey, circling him faster and faster, until the Lich Lord stood at the eye of a raging vortex.

Nameless rolled his shoulders, gauntleted fingers clenching and unclenching around the haft of his axe. Grenic’s face was a mask of horror and frustration. He’d reclaimed his saber and taken up a position next to the rack, as if he thought he might still protect Laranos.

Bird shot Shadrak a glance then stepped in front of Nameless and dropped to one knee. The faen spread his arms to hold open his cloak of feathers. A sound like the chipping of stone rose from the floor. It grew louder—cracking, crunching, clacking.

The swirling storm occluding Blightey contracted suddenly, then belched forth in streamers of mist.

Shadrak instinctively flung himself into a backflip. He heard Nameless cry, “Shog!” As he landed, he saw the mist pooling on Bird’s outstretched palm. With a shove, the faen flung it back at Blightey.

The Lich Lord sighed and gave a lazy wave, and the mist dispersed.

But then the ground in front of Bird began to vibrate as a noise like an earthquake rose to a crescendo.

Blightey sneered and held up a finger. The sound ceased in an instant. Chains once more clamped down on Shadrak’s mind. Nameless lowered his axe, Grenic threw down his saber, and Bird hunched over beneath his cloak.

“Well, that was fun,” the Lich Lord said.

Grenic’s face was contorted with effort. Nameless seemed rooted to the spot, no more than a helmed statue. Bird was still down on one knee, hidden by his cloak.

Shadrak tried to raise a flintlock. Perhaps a shot would distract Blightey, weaken his hold. He moved the gun an inch, but then found himself holstering both flintlocks against his will.

“You,” Blightey told him, “are a naughty faen. I had considered taking you as an apprentice, but now I think you deserve the spike. As do you,” he said to Grenic. “You’ll probably quite like it.” To Bird he said, “I wonder how a shapeshifter will respond to impalement. I can hardly wait to find out. And then there’s you,” he said to Nameless. “You have annoyed me more than I’m used to being annoyed. I’m going to have to prepare something very special for you.”

“Shog you,” Nameless growled.

The dwarf shook with effort as he raised his boot a smidgen and scuffed it forward an inch. Then, as if he had been straining with all his might against bonds that suddenly snapped, Nameless hurtled toward Blightey.

A ball of fire burst from the Lich Lord’s fingers and punched into Nameless’s helm.

Shadrak winced, but nothing happened. It was as if the helm simply drank in the impact.

“Ocras!” Blightey spluttered.

And Nameless swung his axe.

Flames erupted from the Lich Lord’s head, and Nameless froze, suspended in mid-strike. The skin of Blightey’s face sloughed away, until all that remained was the skull, its ruby eyes blazing.

The Lich Lord pressed up close to Nameless and glared straight into the eye-slit of the great helm.

Nameless began to shudder. He dropped his axe and pawed at the sides of the helm with the giant’s gauntlets. Blightey’s eyes bathed the dwarf in their crimson glow.

Nameless groaned. He tried to pull away, but at the same time forced his hand up with excruciating slowness. Gauntleted fingers fastened on Blightey jaw, and Nameless roared, “Ku-na-ga!” The dwarf twisted the skull away from him, then pounded down on it with his other hand.

Instantly, the spell was broken, and Nameless slumped to the floor.

Grenic snatched up his saber.

Shadrak whipped out both flintlocks, got off a shot.

Blightey spun toward him, but Nameless was up in a flash, and thumped the Lich Lord in the back. As Blightey pitched forward, Grenic hit him with a thunderous chop to the skull, but the saber rebounded.

Blightey gave a slight shrug and clacked his jaws.

Grenic, though, was relentless, striking blow after glancing blow.

Shadrak fired repeatedly, not caring if anyone got in the way. He was beyond that. Things were too desperate.

Nameless wrenched the Lich Lord away from Grenic and bashed him skull-first into the floor, over and over and over.

Grenic hacked uselessly at Blightey’s back with all his strength. Anyone else would have had a thousand broken bones, but not Blightey. The Daeg had made his armor too well.

The air above the Lich Lord was suddenly rent, and a black-wrapped cadaver materialized. Shadrak shot it, but instantly, another appeared, then another.

Grenic stopped hitting Blightey to defend himself as dozens of mummified corpses appeared out of thin air.

Shadrak fired again, even as he realized the futility. They had to stop them coming.

Two cadavers lurched toward Bird. The faen was still hunched beneath his cloak, focused on the floor, which was once again vibrating amid a fearsome din.

Shadrak blasted twice, put both cadavers down.

Grenic, though, was on the back foot, pressed hard by a swell of mold-blackened mummies.

A group of cadavers buried Nameless and pulled him off Blightey. The dwarf flung them from him with the giant’s might, but that was all the time Blightey needed to resume his feet.

More and more cadavers appeared around the Lich Lord, smothering him in a protective phalanx. A lightning bolt streaked from within the press of bodies and struck Bird. The faen’s cloak of feathers flared golden, and the lightning rebounded, arcing from mummy to mummy and dropping them in smoldering heaps.

For an instant, Blightey stood exposed.

And Bird thrust a palm at him.

The ground at Bird’s feet ruptured, and thousands of silver beetles swarmed toward the Lich Lord.

Not beetles, Shadrak realized: stone-eaters.

Blightey stiffened as the swarm reached his armored feet and rolled over him. When the Lich Lord vanished beneath the seething tide, the remaining cadavers winked out of existence.

Bird stood, directing the stone-eaters with sweeping motions of his hands. More and more poured from the fractured floor, swelling the mass that covered Blightey. Shadrak could do nothing but watch with bated breath. Would it work? Had Bird found a way?

Slowly, one step at a time, Bird advanced, until he stopped before one of Blightey’s armored feet protruding from the mound of insects. He kicked it, and nothing happened. Satisfied, he lowered his arms, and the stone-eaters cascaded from the Lich Lord’s prone body. Within moments, they had swarmed back through the fissure in the floor.

Blightey’s skull was rocking gently off to one side. It had been separated from the neck of the borrowed body. Then Shadrak saw that there was no neck. The stone-eaters had devoured it, along with every other scrap of flesh and bone beneath the invulnerable armor. They must have squeezed through the gaps, gotten inside and did what only moments ago had seemed impossible.

Even as the others let out a collective sigh of relief, Shadrak saw the danger.

The skull lifted into the air and came straight at Bird, its ruby eyes blazing.

Shadrak fired, but his bullet ricocheted off bone.

Bird screamed. His eyes began to smolder.

Grenic stepped in, but Blightey’s skull grew incandescent, and the dragoon was driven back, shielding his face against the glare.

Bird flopped to the floor beneath his cloak of feathers, and Blightey’s skull pivoted toward Nameless.

The dwarf swung for it, but he may as well have struck rock. Nameless started to back away.

Grenic darted between the Lich Lord and the dwarf. “Run!” he cried.

The glare of gemstone eyes bathed Grenic’s face in scarlet.

Nameless shoved the dragoon aside. “You run!”

Grenic dropped his saber and lunged for the skull. He recoiled with singed fingers.

But the dragoon had the right idea.

Holstering his flintlocks, Shadrak pulled out the never-full bag from his pocket, opened it wide, and brought it down over the skull.

There was no resistance. Nothing. And the bag remained flat, seemingly empty. Shadrak clutched it tight and held it at arm’s length.

“Laddie?” Nameless said. “Is it over?”

Shadrak handed him the bag and knelt beside Bird.

Tears rolled down his cheeks. Any other time, any other place, he would have knifed anyone who saw, but he couldn’t stop himself from crying. Bird had carried him as a child. That much he’d learned, but there must have been more. Bird had deemed him worthy of being saved as a child when the other faen had ordered him thrown to the seethers in the chasms of Aranuin. It was Bird who had taken him to Kadee. For that act alone, he deserved to be eternally thanked.

And yet Shadrak hadn’t thanked him. He’d barely had time to process what little Bird had told him. And there was so much more to ask. It was the same with everything in his life—his blood-drenched, throat-slitting life: everyone he should have cared about took second place to the task in hand; then second place again to the next task. And it never stopped: he just kept on doing what he did, as if stopping would be the death of him.

Metal fingers pressed down on his shoulder, squeezed with a gentleness that belied their strength. He looked up into the eye-slit of Nameless’s great helm. He didn’t need to see the face to know what the dwarf was thinking, what he was feeling, what he was trying to offer.

Shadrak put his hand on top of Nameless’s gauntlet and nodded that he understood, that he was grateful. And in that moment, he knew beyond all shadow of a doubt that the Archon could go fuck himself.

An agonized moan from across the room drew Shadrak out of himself. Grenic’s hand hovered over Laranos, as if touching the priest might somehow infect him. But then Shadrak realized he’d been wrong: It was horror that made Grenic falter. Horror bordering on despair.

Nameless let go of Shadrak’s shoulder. “Oh, laddie,” he said, taking a stumbling step toward Grenic. “Laddie, I’m so sorry.”

The dragoon’s chest rose and fell with suppressed sobs.

Laranos’s hand twitched, and he touched Grenic’s lightly.

Grenic leaned in as the priest gurgled around the spike sticking out of his mouth, but he was beyond all speech.

Two days, Blightey had said he would remain alive. Maybe even three.

Shadrak pushed himself to his feet. He took a step toward the rack. Then another.

Grenic whispered to Laranos, but the room had grown so still, Shadrak heard every word.

“A life is an orchard.” Grenic paused to swallow. “You told me that once, Brother.”

Laranos tapped the back of Grenic’s hand once, telling him to go on.

Grenic looked into the priest’s bloodshot eyes for a long moment. “Perfect fruits come like gifts. They ripen, they fall, but they do not linger.”

The dragoon stepped back and held out his hand for Nameless’s axe. His fingers were shaking, and tears streamed down his cheeks. The ghastly look on his face screamed that this was way beyond horror, way beyond the loss of a man he considered a friend. For Grenic, what he had to do was an act of mercy, but at the same time it was an unpardonable sin.

Shadrak pushed past Grenic and pressed the barrel of a flintlock to Laranos’s head. Before anyone could stop him, he pulled the trigger.

The crack of the flintlock was a deafening roar that echoed off the walls, fled through the ruined door Nameless had smashed apart, and reverberated down the corridor in muffled retorts. Finally, it died away in the cold air outside the castle.

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He turned toward the doorway he and Blightey had entered by.

Nameless handed Shadrak the bag containing the Lich Lord’s skull then moved to where the plate armor lay. “Go on ahead,” he said. “I’ll bring it.”

Numbly, Shadrak headed for the door. When he reached it, he looked back.

Nameless began to remove his chainmail hauberk, as if he aimed to put the Lich Lord’s armor on there and then. He caught Shadrak watching from the doorway.

“Don’t worry, laddie. It’ll be all right. And if not, it’s too late to turn back now. Too much has been lost.”

Shadrak wasn’t so sure. As Nameless held Blightey’s breastplate to his chest, and the armor simply snapped into place, molding itself to fit him, Shadrak suspected the Archon was right to be worried. More and more of the dwarf was being hidden beneath craftings he could only guess the nature of: first the ocras helm; then Sartis’s gauntlets; and now the Lich Lord’s armor, the rest of which the dwarf was picking off the floor and allowing it to encase him.

Bit by bit, Nameless was becoming as obscured as his name.

Shadrak knew it would be his last opportunity for a shot before Nameless was as impregnable as the Lich Lord had been.

What if Aristodeus was wrong, as the Archon believed? What if this was just another trap, a deception of Mananoc? After all, the armor and the gauntlets had been forged by the Daeg, and he was Mananoc’s son. And the ocras helm: how much of its design had Aristodeus borrowed from the lore of the faen, who now seemed to serve him, as they had once served Sektis Gandaw? Children of the Deceiver, they were. As riddled with deception and betrayal as the Lord of Lies himself.

But wasn’t Shadrak the same? Isn’t that what Bird had tried to tell him?

His gaze wandered to Bird’s corpse on the floor, eyes no more than burnt-out cavities. Maybe Bird would have known what to do, because he certainly didn’t.

He shouldered the never-full bag rather than fold it and put it in his pocket. Although there was no bulk, no indication of the monstrosity it contained, it still made him shudder.

As to what he was going to do with the Lich Lord’s skull, he hadn’t thought it through yet. All he knew was he couldn’t leave the bag that contained it here. The last thing they needed was for someone or something to set Blightey free so that he could come looking for them.

Grenic had his head bowed in prayer beside the rack as Shadrak turned and left the room, not once looking back.

He didn’t need to see Nameless armored head to toe. Didn’t need to see his friend lost beneath all that metal.

 




TWENTY-EIGHT

When they arrived back at the lore craft, Shadrak didn’t join the others in the control room, and after a while of sitting there going nowhere, Nameless went in search of him.

He found the assassin alone in his cabin, red rims surrounding his pink eyes. Shadrak held an empty glass in his lap. There was another glass on the table before him, along with a half-empty bottle.

Nameless entered, and the door slid shut behind him.

Shadrak glanced up and said, “That fat bastard Albrec’s been helping himself to my cognac again.”

“You allow him into your cabin?”

Shadrak hurled the glass against a wall. It shattered. “No, I do not.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “what happened back there at the castle… with Blightey…” He couldn’t find the words to express his revulsion, the horror that clung to him like the blood that had coated him when he’d awoken in Arx Gravis.

Shadrak nodded toward the bag he’d put over the skull.

“You sure he’s still in there?” Nameless asked, scanning the cabin.

“I’m sure. Don’t ask me how it works. Some kind of weird faen lore, no doubt. Like this scutting lore craft.” He looked up into the eye-slit of Nameless’s helm, and when he spoke, his lips trembled. “What I did to Laranos… before you arrived…”

“The Lich Lord made you do it.” Nameless knew what it was like to be compelled, although in his case the black axe he’d found in Aranuin had duped him, made him think he was doing something righteous.

Shadrak, on the other hand, had known exactly what he was being forced to do. “I should have been stronger,” the assassin said.

“You were strong enough when it mattered,” Nameless said. “Stronger than I was against Blightey’s sorcerous shoggery.”

Shadrak shook his head. “Not strong enough to save Bird. All this time you’ve been calling me a faen, and I thought you were taking the piss. But Bird told me the truth of what I am on the way to Verusia. Told me how I came to end up with Kadee. How I’d originally been brought to Vanatus as a baby in this very lore craft.”

Nameless took his time before he made his reply. He had to tread carefully. Shadrak was raw with anguish, and one wrong word could send him over the edge.

“I ever tell you I never knew my ma, laddie?”

“Least you had one.”

“True. And I’m glad of that. But when my ma gave her life so I could live, she probably never realized the hole it would leave. I don’t blame her. I love her dearly for what she gave up for me. My pa, too. After… after the slaughter, when I woke up in Arx Gravis, I had no recollection of my pa or my brother at first. No idea who I was, and I’ve come to realize I’ll never know what name it was my parents chose for me. All this time, I’ve been working out who I am now, because I can never go back to who I was. It’s the same for you, laddie: everything you believed to be true was a lie, but it’s up to you to find the real Shadrak, the one you were born to be.”

“Says the dwarf buried beneath a ton of plate armor. I take it none of it comes off?”

“I’m in this too deep,” Nameless said. “No going back for me now.”

“Then let’s hope Aristodeus is right.”

Nameless reached out a gauntlet-clad hand and, careful as he could, rested it on Shadrak’s shoulder. “Thank you, laddie.”

“For what?”

“For seeing this through with me.”

The albino looked at him through the eye-slit for the longest time. He struck Nameless as perplexed, conflicted, but eventually Shadrak looked away.

“It’s not the same,” the assassin said, before Nameless realized Shadrak had returned to their previous subject. “You had parents. You were born, you were raised. Me, from what I can tell, I fell like a scab from Mananoc’s arse. A diseased scab the faen wanted to discard. Bird saved me, sent me to be raised by Kadee. He was different, see. One of the Sedition. They’re tying to be what they’re not, Nameless, fighting against the scut that spawned them. But what’s the point? You can’t change what you are? The son of a scut is a scut himself, no matter what spin you put on it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Nameless said. “The Shadrak I know—the one who spared Grenic by putting a bullet through Laranos’s skull—he’s no child of the Abyss. He’s someone I’m proud to call my friend, and I’ll knock that pallid head off your shoulders if you say otherwise.”

Shadrak half-laughed, half-sobbed. He put his chin in his hands and closed his eyes. “Yeah, well he’s also the scut that was told to kill you.”

A chill seeped beneath Nameless’s skin. “Kill me?”

“By the Archon.”

Nameless lifted his hand from Shadrak’s shoulder and drew in a deep breath. “That shogger’s been after me for a while. I’ve seen what you’re capable of, laddie. If you wanted me dead, I would have been long before this armor made me invulnerable. So why am I still standing?”

Shadrak swallowed, looked away, looked back again. His pink eyes glistened with moisture.

“I’ll tell you why,” Nameless said. “Because you are my friend, every bit as much as I am yours. Don’t ask me how, but I just know these things. I’ve had a lot of friends in my life, but only two I’d call good friends, so good they were family.”

He broke off, choking back his own tears. Even now, thinking of how he’d lost Thumil and Cordy hurt more than anything Blightey could have done to him.

When he’d restored his composure, he said, “And now I have a third.”

Shadrak stared blankly at him for a long while. He grimaced, as if he were fighting back tears, but then he slumped, and the tears began to fall.

Nameless went to him, tried to embrace him, but the Lich Lord’s armor was just too bulky. It was a shell, a carapace, a barrier between him and others. Already, he was starting to see it as a curse, same as the gauntlets, the black axe, and the helm that was supposed to keep him safe.

He backed away a step. “Will the Archon know you’ve told me?”

Shadrak shrugged. “That’s what he’d like me to think, but I’m a keen observer. Have to be in my line of work. And what I’ve learned so far is, the Archon ain’t all-knowing, and he’s definitely not a god.”

Nameless leaned in and kept his voice low. “So, he can be killed?”

Shadrak tapped his temple. “I already have the inkling of an idea, but until I can be more certain, tread warily. I ain’t the only one the Archon approached about killing you. You know how people change around you, become suddenly pally just before they ram the knife in?”

Nameless didn’t, and so he shrugged.

“It’s common in the guilds,” Shadrak said. “You develop a sort of sixth sense about it, which you ignore at your peril. Besides which, before he died, Bird told me the Archon had spoken with Albrec. I imagine that means we’re both for the chop, not just you.”

Nameless glanced at the bottle on the table. “You think he’s poisoned your booze?”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said, seemingly unconcerned. “But that wouldn’t account for what he’s got planned for you. He knows you can’t drink in that helm. I suppose he might try poisoning whatever it is Aristodeus feeds you through tubes.”

“If the Archon really did approach Albrec.” Nameless didn’t need to add that Bird was a faen and may have had his own agenda.

“Like I said, my gut was already warning me.”

“But is there proof?” Nameless asked.

“In the guilds, when this sort of thing happens, you wait about for proof, and you end up bobbing down the river with your throat slit. No, I go by my instincts, and if I’m wrong, well, shit happens, don’t it?”

Before Nameless could respond, the door slid open and Albrec stood in the opening.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you had company,” the poisoner said. “I’ll pop back later.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “I was wanting to speak with you.” To Nameless, he said, “Thank you. It means a lot to me, what you said. You should get some rest before we head back to the Mountain of Ocras.”

Albrec stepped into the cabin as Nameless stepped out.

“Oh, and Nameless,” Shadrak said, “I ain’t had a friend before. Just make sure I do it right, eh?”

Nameless nodded that he would.

As the door shut behind him, he heard Albrec say, “Charming. And there was me thinking all this time that we were friends.”

 




TWENTY-NINE

Albrec seated himself in the half-egg chair opposite Shadrak. Without being asked, he took the remaining glass and poured himself a cognac.

“You’ve been sneaking in here and helping yourself,” Shadrak said.

Albrec made a show of reading the label. “I knew you wouldn’t mind, not really.” He took a sip, closed his eyes, and swilled the cognac around his mouth before swallowing. “Look, Shadrak, we need to talk.”

“You don’t say.”

Albrec pushed the bottle toward him, but Shadrak held up a hand in refusal.

“It’s quite safe,” Albrec said. “See.” He took a big gulp this time.

The first thing Shadrak had learned about Albrec was never to accept food or drink from him. He’d seen any number of Albrec’s so-called friends die from a gourmet meal or a drink. The poisoner was a cunning bastard. Sly. But not sly enough.

“Just because you’re drinking it, doesn’t mean it’s safe. I know you, Albrec. I know you spend weeks and months building up your tolerance to all the crap you use.”

“Well, you clearly don’t know me as well as you thought.” Albrec drained his glass and refilled it. “And I have to say, I’m deeply wounded that you would consider the dwarf a friend and not me.”

Shadrak shook his head. “So, what is it you want to talk to me about?”

He was expecting Albrec to apologize for his absence during the fight with Blightey. On the way back through the snow, Albrec had already done his best to convince the others he was sorry, that he’d heard something and gone to investigate. That when he’d returned, the door was locked shut, and this time he could do nothing to open it, as if it were held by magic.

“In a word,” Albrec said, “or rather, two: the Archon.”

Shadrak forced himself not to react, not to give anything away—even the fact he was surprised Albrec was willing to risk bringing the subject up.

“He approached me,” Albrec said. “At first, I didn’t know what to do, so I just listened. But now, with all that’s happened, with all that’s currently happening, I thought I should confide in you. It doesn’t pay for there to be secrets among friends. Not when the stakes are so high.”

That was the whiff of bullshit Shadrak was waiting for. Albrec always had secrets, same as everyone else. Assassins were loyal to an extent, but only so far as it carried them. First sign of trouble, and they’d stick a knife in your back. Or wrap a cheese-cutter around your throat.

“What did he say?”

Albrec leaned across the table conspiratorially. “That you’re supposed to kill the dwarf.”

“And?”

“And he doesn’t think you’re going to do it.”

Shadrak sat back in his chair, let his cloak fall open to reveal a flintlock at his hip. “So, he asked you to get the job done instead?”

Albrec nodded.

Now there was another surprise.

“What else?”

A frown crossed Albrec’s face, and he closed his eyes.

“What else?” Shadrak repeated.

Albrec held up a hand, puckered his lips, and screwed his nose up. He swallowed thickly a couple of times, and then belched.

“Pardon me. Drank that last one a bit too quickly. Are you sure you won’t? No? Your loss.” Albrec glanced around the room then lowered his voice. “Can he hear us? Does he know what we’re saying? What we’re thinking?”

Shadrak shrugged.

“Well,” Albrec said. “The Archon hinted that, if you don’t act soon, by which I think he means before Nameless gets all three artifacts, I am to step in.”

“What makes him think you would do that?” What was the Archon offering?

“Maybe I’ve already said too much.” Albrec eyed the bottle on the table.

“Unless I join you in a drink?”

“It’s about trust, Shadrak.”

“I know what happens to those who trust you.”

Albrec put a fist to his mouth and belched again. “I’m fully aware of that. This isn’t easy, you know. I’m secretive by nature. But I don’t mind admitting, I’m out of my depth. Fine. Go ahead. Think I’m trying to poison you, if you like. But know this: I’ve been looking out for you, keeping the Archon off your back. He’s angry, Shadrak. He wants me to kill you. First Nameless, and then you. It seems you’ve become something of a loose cannon in his tidily ordered universe. An assassin is meant to assassinate.”

Albrec winced and clutched his stomach.

“What’s up?” Shadrak asked. “Didn’t build up an immunity to your own poison?”

Albrec’s cheeks puffed up to twice their normal size. He leaned forward as if he were going to vomit, then flung himself back in his chair, wiped sweat from his forehead, and finally let out a colossal burp.

“For the last time,” he said, “I did… not… pois…”

Albrec slumped over the side of the chair. A stream of foul-smelling vomit splashed onto the floor, and when the torrent stopped, he was dead.

“Yes,” Shadrak muttered. “But I did.”

Before Nameless had arrived, Shadrak had taken the precaution of slipping in a little something of his own. Well, not his own, strictly speaking: a sprinkle of Albrec’s infamous sausage poison, for which there was no immunity and no known cure. Two could play at thieving from someone else’s cabin.

He picked up the cognac bottle, peered at the dregs within to see if there was any trace of sausage poison discernible.

He wondered if Albrec had tampered with the cognac. Wondered if he’d been telling the truth, if he really had been coming clean. There was no point speculating on it. Scuts like Albrec lied so much, they didn’t know what the truth was anymore. It could have been he was being honest, for once, only to trick Shadrak into swallowing another lie. But with Albrec, there was no way of knowing if he was bluffing or double bluffing, or even triple bluffing. Not that it made any difference now. The poisoner was out of the way, and that just left the Archon to deal with.

Shadrak pushed himself out of his seat, which sank back into the floor as he swiped shapes on the panel next to the bed.

Beads of quicksilver condensed out of the floor and oozed over Albrec’s corpse. Within minutes, there would be nothing left of the poisoner. The lore craft’s army of cleaners was more efficient than an acid bath.

 




THIRTY

One last quest,” Aristodeus said when they arrived back at conical chamber at the heart of the Mountain of Ocras, “and then no more black axe. See, Nameless, I told you I’d have you out of that helm eventually. Where are the others?”

“Dead,” Grenic said.

“All of them?”

“Laranos,” Nameless said. “Ekron. Bird. Not really worth it, laddie, is it? All this, just for the sake of a dwarf with too much blood on his hands.”

“Was it Blightey?”

“What do you think?” Shadrak said.

“Don’t put the blame on me,” Aristodeus said. “In and out, I said.”

“Is that what you say to Mrs. Baldilocks?” Nameless said.

“And it would have been in and out,” Grenic said, in a voice thick with emotion. “If not for Brother Laranos.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you’re not responsible. Laranos made his own decisions.”

“Idiot,” Shadrak said. “If he hadn’t gone waltzing up to the castle like he did, no one would have had to die.”

Nameless expected an eruption from Grenic, but the dragoon merely twirled his mustache and said, “Shadrak’s right. No point denying the truth of what happened. But it takes nothing from…” His words choked away, and he sniffed.

“I’m sorry,” Aristodeus said. “Truly sorry for your loss. Your losses. But we’ve come so far. It would be foolish to turn back now.” He suddenly glanced round the chamber. “Where’s Albrec?”

Grenic looked up, as if he’d only just noticed the poisoner was missing, but he seemed either unsurprised or indifferent.

Nameless had a pretty good idea what had happened, but he deferred to Shadrak.

“Cognac,” the assassin said. “It’s why I never touch the stuff. He’ll be out of action for a while.”

A very long while, Nameless imagined.

“No loss,” Aristodeus said. “The fewer the better for what you have in store. And this time, you must stick to the plan. Same as before: get in and get out as quick as you can. If anything, it’s even more vital. The portal you’ll be using isn’t exactly stable. Mephesch is jury-rigging it as we speak. You are to meet him beneath the city of Vanatus.”

“Beneath?” Nameless asked.

“The current city is built atop the ruins of the former,” Aristodeus said, “and the one before that.”

“What do we need a portal for,” Shadrak said, “when we’ve got a lore craft?”

“Because,” Aristodeus said, “your destination is the one place even a lore craft cannot travel.”

“Where’s that?” Nameless asked, dreading the answer.

“The last artifact you need is the Shield of Warding that protects against all manner of magic, even the backlash you can expect from the black axe when it realizes its peril. The Daeg who made the shield sleeps beneath it, same as he used to sleep in that armor you now wear.

“Nameless, Shadrak, Grenic, prepare yourselves. You are going to the deepest strata of Aranuin, and the fastest and surest way of getting there is via the Abyss.”
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Nameless, Grenic and Shadrak left the lore craft by one of its many side doors, stepping out into stark light that came from overhead strips. All about them, faen scurried with their grey slates in hand.

They were in a hall of some sort. It was so vast, Nameless could only see the nearest wall: perfectly cut brown bricks, neatly mortared, studded with heavy doors painted cyan. There were yellow signs with black symbols on each of the doors.

The floor had been reduced to rubble, apparently dug up to reveal an immense circuit of interconnected pipes. They were made from some sleek red material, and followed a series of twists and turns until they terminated at the foot of a metal archway.

Mephesch, the faen who had been Sektis Gandaw’s right-hand man, was beneath the arch, inspecting the wires that connected it to the pipes. He looked up and raised a hand, and the other faen—there must have been upward of thirty—seemed to glide to the walls and melt away from sight.

One of the doors opened, and a man came in. He was armored in mail beneath a black cloak. There was a clenched fist emblazoned on his shield, and he carried a spear.

The soldier turned his eyes on the companions, opened his mouth to shout, but a faen emerged from the wall behind him. There was a fizz, a buzz, a flash of violet light, and the soldier collapsed in a heap.

More faen stepped away from the walls to drag him deeper into the room, which is when Nameless saw that there was quite a pile of dead soldiers.

“Step this way,” Mephesch said. “Once you are all beneath the arch, we will fire up the…” He hesitated, searching for the right words. “Portal maker. You must be alert. The transition will be disorienting. You will be as close to the cavern of the Daeg as I can get you without waking him. Make haste, for the portal will not be stable. Grab the Shield of Warding and do not look back. If the Daeg awakens, run, and don’t stop running. Any questions?”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?” Nameless asked. “Another deception?”

“It’s a bit late to back out now,” Mephesch said. “And besides, I’m a faen. Any answer I give is likely to be tinged with trickery. Isn’t that what they say in Arx Gravis?”

Nameless turned the eye-slit of his helm on Shadrak. He didn’t trust himself to make the right decision. After all, he’d gotten it wrong before. “Laddie?”

Shadrak shrugged.

“I say we go,” Grenic said. “If not for us, for Laranos. Let his death not be in vain.”

That was enough for Nameless. Laranos hadn’t deserved his fate. His only crime had been to hope—to believe that even a monster like Blightey could find forgiveness. Even a monster like the Ravine Butcher.

He stepped beneath the arch, and his two remaining companions came with him.

“Now,” Mephesch said into a vambrace on his wrist.

The drone of a thousand insects ripped through Nameless’s eardrums. White light flashed all around him, and then he was falling.

 




THIRTY-ONE

Nameless groaned as he came to. There was a rhythmic growl, a reverberating rumble. He was hot. Too hot to sleep. And what was that smell? Something was burning.

He sat bolt upright. Only he didn’t. He was already standing, and the act of trying to sit threw him off balance. He stumbled and almost fell.

There. Ahead of him: the orange glow of flames. Sulfur was thick in his nostrils, and smoke heavy in the air, so dense he could barely see through the eye-slit. He coughed on instinct, and he heard Grenic and Shadrak cough in response.

At his feet there were nubs and gnarls of coal; behind him the stark blaze of the portal. It formed a cavity of blinding brilliance in the dark rock of a wall.

And then he remembered. He’d not been sleeping. It must have been the disorientation Mephesch had warned them about. They had passed through the portal and were in the Abyss. The portal was already flickering as if ready to fail.

Shadrak was beside him, wrapped in his cloak. Grenic was turning on the spot, gawping at the fiery glow behind the smog. They were atop a promontory that looked down upon a smoke-wreathed river.

Nameless squinted against the stinging fog, saw that the river oozed rather than flowed; that it was tar rather than water. It gave off an odor that was overwhelming. He drew in a breath, trying to identify the mephitic stench, but was rewarded with dizziness and the urge to jump in.

Grenic put a hand on Nameless’s arm, pulled him back. “That noise,” the dragoon said. “The rumbling. What is it?”

“Ain’t it obvious?” Shadrak said. “Snoring.”

“The Daeg?” Nameless asked.

“Come on,” Grenic said, heading toward the source of the rumbling.

A harrowing wail echoed along the tunnel through which the black waters slopped. It was followed by a maniacal cackle, and what sounded like the chatter of a thousand gibunas.

With as much haste as they dared make over the uneven surface, Shadrak and Nameless caught up with Grenic.

The dragoon had stopped before rough-cut steps that led down to the level of the river. The rumbling snores were louder here, and they merged with the spit and slurp of the black sludge pouring over the lip of a chasm.

A narrow bridge that appeared to have been woven out of dried strands of tar spanned the river, and on the far side there was an immense opening in the wall. It was at least thirty feet tall and half as wide. Two obsidian megaliths flanked the opening, and atop them sat a capstone inscribed with glyphs and sigils in cobalt, the same hue as Aosia’s sky.

A shriek sounded from somewhere behind them, and then came the crunching steps of an army, or the banging of a hundred drums.

“Keep going,” Shadrak said. “In and out, remember?”

Grenic led the way down the steps to the bridge and started to cross. When he reached halfway, a figure materialized in front of him. Grenic stumbled back and drew his saber. “Blightey!” he yelled in horror as the figure took on more clarity.

Grenic swung for the head, but before his blade connected, the Lich Lord turned to smoke and dispersed amid the smog coming off the river.

Laranos appeared in Blightey’s place, as he’d been before Verusia: tall, kindly, ungainly. The priest peered at Grenic over his glasses, smiling. And then blood erupted from his mouth as the spike burst into view. Grenic moaned.

Nameless felt it too, though his dismay was washed away by a new wave of anger. He breathed deeply of the noxious fumes from the river and watched as Grenic made it the rest of the way over the bridge.

Still the banging, pounding sound approached. Feet, Nameless was sure of it now. Marching feet. Thousands of them.

As Shadrak started across the bridge, an ancient crone appeared, floating in the air before him. Her hair was bound in dreadlocks, beaded with crystals. Her rheumy eyes had been taken over by her pupils. She was naked, all wrinkles and sags, with flaccid breasts like empty wineskins. Bones showed through her paper-thin skin, and she was disfigured by weeping sores.

“Kadee!” Shadrak cried, reaching for her.

She smiled—the loving smile of a parent for a child. And then she too was gone.

When it was Nameless’s turn and he reached halfway, the surface of the river broke in five places. Dragon heads atop sinuous necks streamed into the air, belching fire, lightning, fluid, gas, and rock dust. Most of it struck the Lich Lord’s armor and the ocras helm and did no harm. Nameless swung his axe, but the monster vanished. He hurried across to the other side.

It had been like this before, when he’d entered Aranuin to go after Lukar. When he’d found the black axe. Illusions, visions, tricks and traps at every juncture. Here, where the Abyss and Aranuin met, it was bound to be worse.

“Courage, laddies,” he said. “Mananoc is playing with us.”

“Bullshit, is what it is,” Shadrak said. “My opinion: ignore the crap out of everything, and just get the job done.”

Grenic started toward the looming entrance.

Nameless glanced at the symbols on the lintel, and tingles of warning crept beneath his scalp. “Laddie, wait!” he said.

Grenic stopped dead.

“Remember,” Nameless said, “we’re on the threshold between the realm of Mananoc and the underworld, Aranuin.”

“And we’re on the shit side, I suppose,” Shadrak said.

Nameless nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking. To the Daeg on the other side of the entrance, we’re demons of the Abyss, a threat, a nightmare.”

“So, what happens if we just walk through?” Grenic said, even as he did so.

The thunderous approach of an army’s footfalls increased tenfold. The tunnel walls began to judder, and chunks of black rock fell from the ceiling into the river, sending up splashes of viscous sludge.

“Twat!” Shadrak said, but he still followed Grenic through the maw of the entrance.

Nameless saw no choice but to do the same.

The din from outside grew immediately muffled, as they entered a smooth tunnel veined with ocras. From up ahead, the fitful growl of the Daeg’s snoring rolled toward them like a landslide. Blasts of hot air slammed into them, made them work for every step forward.

Shadrak was a shadow against the left wall. Grenic’s saber reflected green phosphorescence. Nameless dipped his head and took the brunt of the expulsions of breath.

Purplish light splashed the ocras floor in front of them where the passage opened up onto a vast cavern.

The cave was roughly bell-shaped and stretched as far as the eye could see. The ceiling was domed, awash with rainbow hues—a misty aura that rippled as one color replaced another in soothing succession. The walls were furred with velvet moss in shades of mauve and crimson. Patterns of intertwining snakes wound through the moss in yellow and orange, and a sibilant hissing seemed to come from them. The air was fragrant with lavender. At the center of the cavern, curled up beneath a massive black shield, was a gigantic baboon with slick black hair and patches of green-tinged scales that gave it the appearance of organic ocras. Its snaggletoothed snout protruded from the edge of the shield, purplish tongue lolling, lips curled back in a grimace that could have been pain, could have been a different kind of torment. It must have been close to thirty feet tall when standing, with limbs as big as tree trunks, and teeth that could rend boulders.

Oddly, the snoring seemed softer here, dampened by the velveteen coating on the walls.

Nameless took a step into the cavern.

Shadrak passed him and circled the Daeg, silent on the balls of his feet.

As Grenic drew alongside Nameless, he spoke in a half-whisper. “How are we going to move that shield, let alone carry it?”

It was big enough to fill a small room.

“The gauntlets and armor shrank, remember?” Nameless said.

Grenic took a step forward.

“No, laddie, I won’t risk it,” Nameless said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “I won’t risk losing anyone else. If that thing wakes up—”

“It will,” Shadrak said, gliding back toward them, having completed his circuit. “One eye’s half-open, and its breathing changed when we entered.”

“So, what do you suggest?” Grenic asked. He meant the question for Shadrak, but it was Nameless that answered.

“Head back to the portal. I’ll grab the shield, and then run as fast as these stumpy legs can carry me.” Nameless held up a gauntleted hand. “These should give me the strength to lift it. And let’s hope I’m right: if it’s anything like the other artifacts this beastie made, the shield will shrink the instant it’s away from him and in my grasp.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Shadrak said.

“Then I guess you two will be going home, and I won’t.”

“Then we all stay,” Grenic said.

Shadrak nodded. “We’ve come this far together. And if there’s any chance this is going to get that bucket off your head…”

“I don’t think there is,” Nameless said. The deeper they got into Aristodeus’s master plan, the more anxious he grew. “But it’s too late to worry about that now. Let me do this alone.”

“We stay,” Grenic said.

Shadrak nodded his agreement. He almost smiled.

Nameless studied each of his companions in turn, then sighed. “All right. And thank you. But the plan remains the same. I grab, we run. Agreed?”

“Meticulous,” Shadrak said.

Grenic merely saluted.

“Right, then,” Nameless said. “Would you?” He passed his axe to Grenic, then strode with a purpose to the sleeping form of Mananoc’s son.

As he neared the gigantic form of the dog-head, his heart began a fierce pounding that seemed to resonate around the inside of the helm. The shield hung above him, too high for him to reach. He looked back at Shadrak and Grenic and spread his hands. He was going to have to climb.

He took a grip on the hair of the Daeg’s back and started to pull himself up, hand over hand. It was effortless, with the strength the gauntlets fed him, and thankfully the Daeg didn’t so much as move. Nameless climbed under the shield and then pushed his back into it.

Slowly, he straightened up, one vertebra at a time, and the shield began to rise. It wobbled at first, but then he threw his arms out to steady it and shifted his legs for balance. He pressed his palms to the underside and jerked the shield above his head, and instantly it began to shrink, until it was small enough for him to thrust his arm through the straps.

The Daeg tossed and turned.

Nameless started to fall, but he got his legs under him and bounded, the gauntlets giving unnatural strength to his jump. He landed in a crouch on the floor and broke into a run.

The Daeg roared, and the cavern shook. A huge fist slammed down, sending a shock wave across the floor.

Nameless flipped into the air and landed hard, flat on his back.

The Daeg found its knees, then its feet, and reared up to its full height.

And Grenic charged.

The monster reached for Nameless with enormous fingers, but Grenic got there first, hacking with Nameless’s axe, slashing with his saber. The blows bounced off, and in a flash, the Daeg’s hand grabbed Grenic and hoisted him into the air.

Nameless got up, just in time to catch the axe as it fell from Grenic’s grasp.

The Daeg roared again. Something cracked, and Grenic screamed.

Shadrak ran in, blasting away with both flintlocks.

Nameless shook his axe, raised the Shield of Warding, and yelled, “I’m coming, laddie!”

“No!” Grenic cried. “Don’t you dare.” He arched his back to glare down at them. Blood bubbled from his mouth, staining his whiskers. “Go! Don’t let it be for nothing.”

“He’s right, Nameless,” Shadrak yelled. “There’s nothing we can do.”

The assassin grabbed Nameless by an armored shoulder, spun him around, and propelled him toward the passage.

Nameless faltered at the entrance, started to turn back, but Grenic yelled, “Keep goi—”

His voice was cut off by a sickening crunch.

“No!” Nameless cried, but Shadrak hooked an arm under his and kept him moving.

They tore along the passage with the roars of the Daeg close behind. Its concussive footfalls shook the walls.

Hot breath blasted Nameless’s back. He felt rather than saw enormous fingers reaching for him.

Shadrak shoved him forward. He heard the sharp retort of the assassin’s guns. The Daeg howled with rage. Not because the bullets had injured it, Nameless realized as he turned and saw they had passed back beneath the lintel, but because its prey had moved beyond its reach, and its precious shield, its last defense against evils real and imaginary, had been taken.

The din of marching feet they had heard before resumed even louder than when Grenic had triggered the wards on the lintel.

The dog-headed monster stood on the other side of the entrance, as if it feared to cross over into the Abyss. Its haunted eyes caught Nameless’s through the helm’s slit. He saw anger there, but more than that, he saw dread, and the forlornness of an abandoned child.

“What are you waiting for?” Shadrak said.

Before they’d gone halfway across the bridge, the Daeg’s roars turned to sobs that echoed away down the black river.

No illusions assailed them this time. Perhaps they were deterrents only to entry, but not egress.

Shadrak flowed rather than ran up the steps. Nameless pounded after him. Armored head to foot, and bearing the obsidian shield, he felt more like a denizen of the Abyss now, than a dwarf.

When Nameless reached the top, Shadrak was already bathed in the stuttering light of the portal. The assassin hesitated at the threshold, looking anxiously back toward Nameless.

Farther along the promontory, shadows were gathering, swelling toward them, and the stomp of feet rose to a deafening crescendo.

Nameless’s legs were burning with exertion. Every breath drew fetid smog into his lungs. But he was almost there. Almost…

“Nameless!” Shadrak yelled, waving him on frantically.

“Go, laddie!”

Shadrak stepped into the flickering brightness and was gone.

The tide of shadows was almost upon Nameless. He could see differentiated shapes within it: winged demons with ebon swords; armored corpses, all mottled bone and rust; and towering above them, goading them with flaming whips and eyes like lightning, pallid giants with fangs as long as daggers.

Shadows lunged for him. He leapt straight through them, Sartis’s gauntlets empowering his legs so that he soared through the air. He landed amid the swirls and howls of demons. Blue light flashed to his side, and he threw himself into it, just as the portal flickered and died.

 




THIRTY-TWO

The lore craft ride back from beneath the city of Vanatus was silent. It was a wake for Grenic.

When they reached the Mountain of Ocras, Aristodeus seemed indifferent to the news, but he made a pretense of mourning.

Shadrak watched as two faen carried the block of crystal containing the black axe across the conical chamber and set it on a table beside Aristodeus’s armchair.

The philosopher sipped tea from a china cup as if this were an everyday occurrence for him. As if he really didn’t care about the result. He’d done his part: hatched the plan, tried a new strategy. If it didn’t work, it was no skin off his nose. It was becoming clear that Nameless was no more than a tool to him. A pawn. They all were.

The dwarf stood rigid before the crystal, glowering at the axe that had ended his old life as assuredly as the lives of those who’d fallen to its twin blades.

Shadrak remained on the disk they’d entered by, where he could keep everyone in sight; but he kept a special eye out for the philosopher. It was an effort not to put a hole through that bald head right then and there.

“Ready?” Aristodeus said to Nameless, setting aside his teacup and standing.

“You’re sure about this?” Nameless asked. “Maybe everyone else should leave, in case it goes wrong.”

“The theory’s sound,” Aristodeus said with a dismissive wave. “Either the three artifacts combined will grant you the power to destroy the axe—”

“Or?” Nameless said.

“Or they won’t. In which case, things stay as they are, and we lose nothing. After all, the helm provides a buffer against the axe’s influence. You see, it’s a win-win situation. I don’t gamble with people’s lives.”

Shadrak scowled but said nothing. Truth be told, he wanted to see this for himself, see if all their efforts had been for nothing. Or maybe it would work. Maybe Nameless would be free. It seemed a thin sort of hope.

“Should I break the crystal?” Nameless asked.

Aristodeus snapped his fingers, and a faen stepped up, tapped away at his grey slate, then slunk back away again.

“No need,” the philosopher said. “Just put your hands in.”

Nameless raised the gauntlets, splayed the fingers, looked at them long and hard.

“Enough!”

The Archon appeared in a whirling conflagration. His hooded robe was aflame with fire that did not burn, and his face was an explosion of brilliance.

“Not now,” Aristodeus said. “You agreed, remember?”

“Not to losing Laranos, I didn’t. Nor Grenic. Nor any of the others.”

“Even Albrec?” Shadrak said.

The Archon turned on him. “I’ll deal with you later.”

“All things come at a cost,” Aristodeus said.

“Not this time. The cost has been too high. It ends here.”

“So much for nonintervention,” Shadrak said. “Might as well fetch me Kadee back, while you’re at it.”

“You’ll get everything you deserve, faen,” the Archon said, “when you go kicking and screaming back to the Abyss that spawned you. You failed me. My favored one is dead by your hand. You will wear the guilt of Laranos’s passing for as long as you live.”

“He will not, laddie,” Nameless said. “Blightey’s the one that did it. He compelled Shadrak. Or are we going to have a disagreement?”

“Do not think to challenge me, dwarf. That armor you wear, those gauntlets, the Shield of Warding: they might make you mighty beyond belief among mortals, but they were crafted using Supernal lore. I am a Supernal.” Flames enveloped the Archon as his voice took on the cadence of thunder. “I can snuff you out with but a thought.”

“Then do it,” Nameless said. Nonchalantly, he lay down his axe and turned back to the block of crystal. His fingers sank into it as if it were water.

“No!” the Archon said. “I forbid it!”

Nameless hesitated for a second, and then his iron-clad fingers encircled the haft of the black axe.

Silence fell.

Even the Archon seemed to wait with bated breath.

Slowly, inch by inch, Nameless drew the black axe out of the malleable crystal. He held it before the great-helm’s eye-slit, studied it, as if he dared it to do something.

“That’s it,” Aristodeus said. He licked his lips and circled away to Nameless’s left. “Focus now. Grip the axe tight. Use the full force of the gauntlets to break the haft. Don’t worry if it kicks back; the armor will protect you. And if it tries something else, something magical, you have the shield to soak it up. Concentrate now. Everything you’ve got.”

Nameless turned. Crimson burned from the eye-slit of the great helm. In his hands, the black axe bucked, and dark flames licked about its length. Inky veins spread from the axe haft to the gauntlets, the armor, the shield, and even the helm.

“You see,” the Archon said. “Its evil spreads like a contagion. Did I not warn you?”

“Deception,” Aristodeus breathed, his face a mask of horror. “But I was certain.” He visibly wilted, looked around for support but found none.

“The axe is Supernal, too,” the Archon said. “Crafted by the faen under the direction of Mananoc himself, and far greater than anything forged by his cowering son. It harnesses the power of the other artifacts; uses it to overcome the wards of your ocras helm. You leave me no choice.”

The Archon raised a porcelain hand. It blazed with argent.

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, drawing both flintlocks. “And you leave me no choice.” He opened fire.

The bullets melted before they made contact, and the Archon countered with bolt after bolt of silver lightning. Shadrak backflipped out of the way, but where the Archon’s blasts struck the floor, they sent up chunks of debris, and the force of the explosion slung him across the room. He hit the wall hard, dropped both guns, but he wasn’t finished yet.

Nameless roared—a spine-chilling, demonic howl of madness. The black axe came up with murderous intent, but the Archon turned on the dwarf and unleashed a storm of lightning. Nameless blocked with the axe, but the lightning arced around it, formed a net of shimmering silver about him. Nameless fell to his knees as the sparking web began to contract.

But Shadrak was already up and running at the Archon, reaching into the never-full bag at his shoulder.

Holding the net of lightning steady with one hand, the Archon took aim at Shadrak with the other. Silver streaked, but Shadrak tumbled beneath it and came up holding Blightey’s skull. Mottled jaws clacked, hellish eyes hungered with crimson ire—

—And the Archon screamed.

He raised his blazing hands to shield his face, and the silver web fell away from Nameless.

The skull ignited with its own conflagration, and Shadrak let go, flinging himself out of harm’s way.

For a moment, there was a frantic war of flames, but Blightey’s fire was stronger, more demanding, insatiable. His ruby eyes glared, scorched, excoriated. In their scathing light, the skull appeared to leer, as if the Lich Lord knew he had won.

With a cry of rage, the Archon blazed hotter than a small sun. Fissures of quicksilver ran through Blightey’s skull, but still he didn’t waver in his death-locked gaze.

The Archon shrieked as the fire beneath his cowl stuttered and went out. In its place there was blackness. The blackness of oblivion. The skull jerked toward it, as if tugged by some invisible force. Its jaws opened wide in a silent scream, and then it shot into the darkness beneath the Archon’s hood and vanished. The Archon’s empty habit dropped to the floor. Within seconds, it was nothing but ash.

“No,” Aristodeus said. “What have you done?” He trembled like a man who had at last lost control.

Nameless powered into the philosopher, flung him aside like a rag-doll. Before anyone could think to act, the dwarf let out a harrowing cry and ran at the wall of the chamber.

“Stop him!” Aristodeus cried. He tried to rise but sagged back down again.

Shadrak pulled the Thundershot from the back of his belt, got off a shot, but it bounced off an armored calf. A second ricocheted from the backplate.

Nameless launched himself at the wall and swung the black axe in a terrific arc. With a boom like an exploding star, the axe head sheered clean through ocras, and smashed a hole out onto the bleached dust of the Dead Lands hundreds of feet below.

The dwarf turned to face Shadrak. The red glare from the eye-slit cried murder, and Shadrak took a step back. The fire giant’s gauntlets trembled from where Nameless gripped the axe haft so tightly, as if he were exerting tremendous pressure restraining it.

“Friend,” Nameless said. His voice grated with the effort of speaking.

But Shadrak understood. He nodded and lowered his gun.

Then, with a howl of utter anguish, Nameless leapt through the hole in the wall.

Shadrak cried out. He rushed to the opening and glanced down.

Nameless landed in a squat, recovered as if it were nothing to fall so far, and set off at a sprint toward the Sour Marsh.

Shadrak looked round as Aristodeus hobbled to join him, clutching his ribs. “What’s he doing?” he asked. “Where’s he going?”

Aristodeus’s face was as ashen as the bone dust below. When he answered, it was in a voice devoid of hope—the voice of a man who had thought himself smarter than everyone else, and then realized he’d been hoist by his own petard.

“The Butcher is returning to Arx Gravis.”
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Nameless ran till he could no longer feel his legs, till his lungs were shredded with each breath in, each breath out. And still he didn’t stop.

A day and a night he’d run, fueled by nothing save Aristodeus’s liquid feed. A day and a night since he’d smashed his way free of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain with such strength surging through him—even more than the first time he’d held the black axe, when he’d been all but unstoppable.

The giant’s gauntlets, the Lich Lord’s armor, and the Shield of Warding seemed to amplify the axe’s power. It thrilled and jolted through his veins even now, even after his body had been taken beyond every limit, beyond the point his heart should have ruptured from the strain. Unbounded strength. Preternatural. Godlike.

He balked at the acknowledgment. Every fiber of his nature rebelled against the thought of what he’d become. It terrified him, and yet he wanted it. He needed it.

The ocras helm was suffocating, the Lich Lord’s armor a mountainous weight one moment, light as a feather the next. The Shield of Warding made him want to cower beneath it, like the Daeg had done. The giant’s gauntlets were gloves either of granite or silk. It depended on his mood, on whether the axe fed him fear or rage.

He was torn between the desire to burrow below ground and hold his breath in case anyone heard him, or to take the fight to Arx Gravis, do to the dwarves what they had wanted to do to him. What they still wanted to do.

Because that was the way of it: kill or be killed.

Only, did he really have the strength? Did he have the courage?

The black axe balanced perfectly in his right hand barked at him that he did. It screamed for him to head straight for the ravine city and bathe its walkways in blood. That was the only way, it inveighed—not through his ears like any ordinary voice, but from a fissure deep within.

The long, gnarled line of hills above the ocras mines flanked him to the left, while to the distant south, Mount Sartis belched clouds of mustard-colored gas high above the smudge of the forest that skirted it.

Nameless chanced a look behind, but there was nothing. A cluster of dark dots in the sky was all—vultures, most likely, or a murder of crows. No sign of pursuit, but that didn’t mean a thing. Shadrak was called the Unseen for a reason, and as a faen, he was canny enough to lull his victims into a false sense of security.

It didn’t matter that a thready thought told him Shadrak was his friend. The effort of restraining himself from putting the black axe through the assassin’s skull back at the Mountain of Ocras had used up every last ounce of resistance he had left.

Or was it resistance? Maybe it was the last gasp of beguilement leaving him.

With a will, Nameless looked ahead and forced his legs to keep moving.

Never look back, Thumil used to say.

Thought of his old friend almost brought a smile to his face. There was a dwarf he could trust. Him and Cordy both. They were as close to family as Nameless had these days, and to think he’d almost killed them last time he’d held the black axe.

Not this time. He was scared, same as before; but this time he knew what to expect, and something told him he could handle the rage. They would help him, Thumil and Cordy. They would understand.

Wild hope flooded him with new energy, heaped atop the unnatural vitality the axe fed him.

“Thumil!” he cried out across the hills. “Cordy, I’m coming home!”

[Fool,] a voice boomed from the base of his skull. [You really think they’re going to welcome you with open arms?]

Nameless slowed to a jog; slowed again to a walk, then a stumble.

“You silly shogger,” he mumbled. His voice seemed somehow distant, far removed from the mind that thought the words.

The Svarks would be waiting for him, should he be foolish enough to return to Arx Gravis. Dwarves had long memories, and what he’d done would linger longer than most.

The inner voice was right. He couldn’t go back.

His gaze through the eye-slit was wrenched to the black axe.

For an instant, he perceived them: almost tangible threads of darkness linking the blades to his head, to the exact same spot within that gave rise to the voice.

His heart thudded at the realization. He tried to throw down the axe, but it stuck like glue to his fingers.

But its advice was sound, wasn’t it? If anything, it had cut through the fog of his insanity, told him the cold hard facts. The only way he could go back to Arx Gravis was as a conqueror.

As a killer.

Better to not go at all, then, he decided, forcing himself to look elsewhere—anywhere but at those hungry blades. He should hide himself away for a very long time, just as the fire giant Sartis had done.

There… Was that a cave mouth low down on the craggy range? A long-forgotten entrance to a mine, from a time when the dwarves had walked upon the surface?

He started toward it, intending to run, but the armor felt like he was carrying a house on his shoulders. The gauntlets, too, seemed to drag him the other way, and the Shield of Warding grew heavy on his arm.

He’d gone barely twenty yards when scree cascaded from an incline. Fingers of shadow he’d not been aware of till then streaked across the gully, sent ice through his bones. He scanned the hills for any sign of what had caused the rock fall, but there was nothing. Had he imagined it?

Slower even than before, and with even greater caution, he inched forward and stepped onto a boulder beneath the opening. From there, he could see granite joists supporting the walls inside.

Something glinted.

His breath caught. Was it a blade? Was someone lurking in…? No, it was the light of the twin suns reflecting off a length of chain hanging down from the ceiling. There had likely been a pail attached to it at one time, so the miners could lower down ore. Probably, they had taken it with them when the order came to retreat from the outside world.

Inside, he felt less exposed. Thin cracks webbed through one or two of the joists, but they didn’t look ready to ditch the roof on him just yet.

Heaped at the back was a pile of rocks that seemed to have come from the rear wall being collapsed—deliberately, most likely, by sappers with instructions to make the mine unusable to anyone else.

The thought struck him there would be no way out if anyone tracked him here. It was no more than a cave now, maybe twenty feet wide and thirty deep.

[So be it.] He felt rather than heard the axe say this time. It was as if it had grown more familiar all of a sudden. More intimate. The thought warmed him as much as it chilled.

There lay the crux of the matter: his attitude toward the axe. Everyone told him it was evil, on account of what it had made him do, but how much of that was true? How much had been him, with the axe merely providing the power to follow through on it?

Had it really changed him so much? Could it?

Surely, if he understood the nature of the beast, honed it to his will, it could be a force for good. Maybe, with enough time holed up in the mine entrance, he could figure it out, and then, if he still wanted to return home, he could do so with the might to protect himself. And it was a power he could use for the good of his people. Maybe one day, he could make them great again, give them the courage to leave the ravine.

That was a thought he could live with. A good thought, presaging all manner of glory to come. A hard path, no doubt, to convince them, but once he’d mastered the axe, and once he’d shown them the truth of it, the dwarves would thank him, maybe even give his name back, if there was a way to find it again. If not, they could give him a new one, and to show their gratitude, maybe they’d even make him a king, like the mythical kings of Arnoch.

He settled down on his haunches and held the axe to his chest. It sighed, and then it soothed him with a silent threnody that rippled and pulsed through his marrow.

He knew then just how wrong he’d been before. How wrong they had all been. Save for his brother Lukar, who had known the truth all along.

This was no cursed weapon forged in the Abyss. If he had done wrong before when he wielded it, that was because the faen had tricked him and made him see dwarves as demons. And then Aristodeus had persuaded him and everyone else the axe was to blame.

“Paxa Boraga,” he whispered, and the axe purred in response.

Suddenly, he knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was right: that it was the true Axe of the Dwarf Lords he held.

[Sleep now,] it crooned. [Sleep.]

With a yawn, he lay himself down and rolled to his side. The metal encasing him scraped on rock, but it was a consoling scrape. He let his head loll one way then the other, till it found a comfortable resting place within the great helm. He drew the Shield of Warding on top of him like a blanket and hugged the axe to his chest.

And when sleep claimed him, he dreamed of the glories of Arnoch, of fighting dragons and beating back the worst of the Daeg’s nightmares.

At some point during the night, he awakened. A thrill of energy coursed through his veins as if he’d been struck by lightning.

Leaving the cave, he took to the road beneath the hills with confident strides, as full of purpose as he’d ever been in his life. He surged into a run, then bounded through the air in long-reaching arcs.

His dream had shown him what he needed to do, what he had been born for.

Salvation would indeed come from his mother’s womb, like the faen had told his pa, and a son of Droom would usher in a new age of dwarf lords.
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Raphoe’s luminous face hung directly above the ravine, showing it up for what it really was: a hideaway for skulking cowards, dwarves who’d grown too afraid to reclaim their rightful place in the world. They should have been dwarf lords, protecting the weak, reining in the strong. And like the mythical lords of old, they should have driven back the nightmares—not just those that sprang from the tortured mind of the Daeg, but every menace that plagued the people of Aosia: Sektis Gandaw, the corrupt Senate of Jeridium, the reavers on the Sea of Weeping.

It was shameful, the way the dwarves did nothing, while the lands above Arx Gravis went to wrack and ruin. And it was never going to change, not while the Council of Twelve had their heads up their arses, debating and debating and never doing a shogging thing.

Well, all that was about to change.

Nameless craned his neck to angle a look at the moon, check that it wasn’t mocking him. Then, by its light, he gazed down into the chasm.

Silver limned the walkways radiating out from the vast central tower of the Aorta that sprouted from the bed of the ravine. Moonlight flickered across the chasm walls in an eerie shadow play. In its macabre animation, Nameless saw all manner of ghouls and wraiths, but not the scaled demons he’d seen when he’d returned from Aranuin with the axe.

He felt the Paxa Boraga’s pulsing throb, even through the gauntlets. It found its echo in the Lich Lord’s armor, the black plates of which covered him neck to foot and rendered him utterly invulnerable. With his head encased in ocras above the armor’s gorget, and with the Shield of Warding strapped to his arm, the dwarves could do nothing to harm him.

As wind skirled into the chasm and ebbed away, he entertained thoughts of a second massacre, this time starting at the top and working his way down to the Dokon on the seventh level—the seat of the Council’s power. But his dream had given him another way. A better way that involved far less killing. Why would he want to end his people when he could lead them into a glorious tomorrow?

With that heady thought flooding his veins with fire, he studied the walkways below, plotted a passage between them, then leapt from the brink.

He plummeted like a meteor falling from the sky. Wind whistled past the great helm, tugged at the shield and axe. Faster and faster he hurtled, until the seventh level walkway came up to meet him, and he hit it like a thunderclap.

Stone fractured beneath his feet, sending a fault-line all the way to the ocras door of the Dokon. The statues of dwarf lords and Arnochian kings wobbled. Either side of the door, the mummified figures of former councilors teetered and almost fell.

The two black-cloaked Svarks on guard duty gawped, as if a god of Arnoch had just appeared to them.

They wouldn’t have been far wrong.

Nameless strode toward the door.

One of the Black Cloaks raised a horn. His hand shook so much, he couldn’t find his lips.

Nameless flung the black axe. It streaked like dark lightning and sheered straight through the horn-blower’s neck. The other Svark threw up his hands, even as the Paxa Boraga reversed in midair and flew back to Nameless’s grasp.

Nameless knew the door could only be locked from the outside—a peculiar mystery of the Dokon’s original purpose that no one had shed much light on. He also knew the Svarks held the means to open it.

Nevertheless, he shoved the trembling Black Cloak against a side wall with the shield and held him there, not firm enough to crush him, but just hard enough for him to think he was being crushed.

Nameless raised the axe and slammed it into the ocras door. The impact rocked the walkway, but the door was unscathed. He hit it again, and one of the statues cracked and toppled over the side. A third strike, and whistles began to peep on the level below, soon joined by the blast of horns.

It wasn’t right. He’d smashed through the ocras wall of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. Why couldn’t he do the same here? Was there more to the doors of the Dokon than mere ocras? Some other secret of faen lore shared with the Founders, now lost in the haze of history?

The Ravine Guard were coming. He was half-inclined to meet the challenge, but his mission was to save.

“Open it,” Nameless said, releasing the Black Cloak from the pressure of the shield.

The Svark’s eyes flitted left and right, as if he thought he might run for it, but then they fastened on the axe. He’d seen what it could do.

He drew back his sleeve to reveal a silver vambrace, touched it to a crystalline panel on the wall, and the door ground upward.

The tramp of booted feet made Nameless look behind.

A platoon of Red Cloaks had responded quicker than they used to back in his day. But then they would, wouldn’t they? After what they’d faced the time death came to the ravine.

Ignoring their challenges, he grabbed the Svark by the cloak, swung him around his head, and launched him at the gathering Ravine Guard.

Nameless turned before he saw the result of the impact. The clatter and clang that followed brought a smile to his lips, but then he was through the doorway and once more within the sanctuary of the Dokon.

There were twelve walls, and twelve black doors flecked with green that each opened onto a different walkway or plaza. Blue light from an unseen source suffused the chamber. The head of a dwarf lord was embossed in the center of every door. They appeared to regard him with pride.

Twenty-four ribs of ocras stretched from the edges of each wall to meet at a hub of gold in the middle of the ceiling. The hub was molded in the form of twin axe blades, symbolizing the Paxa Boraga—the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said to hang above the throne of the king of Arnoch.

But the architects had got that detail wrong: the Paxa Boraga was black, not golden; and it was here in this chamber, in Nameless’s gauntleted hand, not in the mythical city of origin.

Twelve white-robed councilors stood up from their chairs at the debating table.

At their head was the Voice, Thumil.
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Thumil,” Nameless said, “how’s that wife of yours? I trust you find her satisfactory?”

Thumil’s eyes flitted to something behind Nameless.

There was a whoosh of air, a concussive clang, and a spray of rock shards that clattered as they hit the floor. A hammerhead by the looks of it. Big one, too. But not big enough to dent the Lich Lord’s armor.

Nameless didn’t even bother to look round to see who’d struck him. He heard the scuff of boots on stone, backing away.

“Close the door on your way out,” he said, without taking his eyes off the Voice of the Council.

Thumil nodded that the unseen assailant should do as he was told.

Muttered voices came from outside, but then slowly the door began to grind back down. When it thudded shut, the atmosphere in the Dokon changed in an instant. Nameless could tell from the councilors’ faces that they felt it too.

“Tomb-like, isn’t it?”

No one answered.

“It’s odd how I still can’t remember my own name, but I know all of you.”

Councilor Castail, every inch a dwarf lord in his bearing, and his aquiline nose doing nothing to dispel the impression; Old Moary, so ancient you had to wonder if he’d known the Founders personally; Yuffie the Corrupt—the epithet was Nameless’s, but if it fit… Councilor Crony, a tattooed brute who everyone thought was half-baresark; weaselly, pedantic Tor Garnil; the bespectacled Dorley with a stack of statute books before him; withered-up Jarrol, who can’t have been a day over two hundred; blubbery Bley; Stang, whom Nameless had only shaken hands with at Thumil’s wedding. They’d been damp hands, as sweat-slicked as Stang’s balding head looked now. Then there was Konin the Gibuna—not that he looked anything like the flesh-eating primates from the foot of the ravine, but when Dythin Rala had been Voice, Konin had allegedly aped his every mannerism, right down to the smoking of a pipe. And last but not least, Throam Grago, the councilor who would be king.

The councilors exchanged glances as Nameless slowly panned the eye-slit along the table, taking them in. Behind the white-robes, he noticed a slight bulging of the walls. He turned a quick circle, then shook his helmed head.

“You can come out now. We’re all dwarves here.”

Hesitantly, twelve concealer-cloaked Svarks stepped away from the walls—one for each councilor. They were armed with hand crossbows, but no one had dared to fire. The Svarks were any number of things, but they weren’t stupid.

“Concealer cloaks in the Dokon? What’s this, enhanced security? And I thought they were a rarity, only available to the guards at the top of the ravine. Councilor Grago, have you been placing orders with Aranuin?” Because no dwarf could make such a garment. The ones they had were left over from the time of the Founders, and they had been made by the faen.

“We, uh, we discovered a stash of concealer cloaks,” Grago said.

“You’re lying, of course,” Nameless said. “Which one of you has contacts among the faen? You Grago? Thumil, perhaps? No, don’t tell me, it’s Yuffie, isn’t it?”

When no one answered, he chuckled. “It’s quite all right, I’m not chastising you. I actually think it’s a good thing. The Founders were allied with the faen, and we should be too. Only, our alliance must be negotiated from a position of strength.

“Now, tell me, Councilor Grago, are the Black Cloaks still yours?”

Grago had control of the Svarks, same as Marshal Mordin commanded the Ravine Guard—checks and balances against the power of the Voice.

Grago wetted his lips, glanced at Thumil, and said, “They are.”

“Well, now they’re mine.”

Fire flashed in Grago’s eyes, but he swiftly lowered them and gave a curt nod. He was as pugnacious as a circle fighter, and uncharacteristically ambitious for a councilor.

Nameless took in the bewildered Svarks with a sweep of the great helm. “Kill Councilor Grago.”

Grago’s head shot up, eyes aghast.

Crossbows took wavering aim.

“Just joshing,” Nameless said. “I like to know who’s on my side. You lads passed with flying colors.”

“What is it you want, old friend,” Thumil asked.

“Are we still friends?” Nameless said. A cord of violence wrapped itself around the lump that formed in his throat. It coerced him to curse and yell, to accuse Thumil of betrayal—with Cordy, if nothing else. His fingers tightened around the axe haft, and the Paxa Boraga moaned in his head, as if it took pleasure from the touch.

And he felt it then, so vividly he could almost see feelers of darkness weaving between the axe, the gauntlets, the armor and the shield—a web of black threads that cocooned him like a shadowed womb.

Thumil shuddered as he sighed. “We will always be friends.”

“Cordy, too?” Nameless asked. “Does she feel the same way? Oh, that reminds me, did she have that baby?”

Thumil closed his eyes and nodded, hands splayed out on the tabletop to take his weight.

“Then why so glum? You should be happy. We all should. That’s what Arx Gravis needs: children. Lots of them, if we are to become great again.”

“That’s why you came back?” Grago said. “Not to—?”

“Rivers of blood? Is that what you were thinking when I came in?”

Looks passed up and down the table.

“The Butcher returned to the ravine? That was different. I was deceived. A double-deception of Mananoc, you might call it. What’s golden was indeed black.” Nameless hefted the axe, and everyone flinched. “I see it now, clear as day. This”—he rapped the Shield of Warding with the axe head—“guards against sorcery. It also protects against beguilement. I am immune. Untouchable to the Abyss. Invulnerable.

“But a baby, Thumil: that’s wonderful. I must insist on being the soul-father. Tell me you agree.”

Thumil was wide-eyed with shock. “We… We have already named her.”

Nameless felt the stab of betrayal once more.

“Marla,” Thumil said. “We named her Marla, after my grandma.”

“Not Yalla, then, after my ma? I thought Cordy would have—”

“She wanted to,” Thumil said. “We both did. But after what happened…”

Silence crept down from the ceiling. No one dared speak, and Nameless was left reeling once more with the full extent of what he’d done.

One by one, the councilors lowered themselves into their seats, until only Thumil was left standing.

“We had no soul-father,” Thumil said, the moisture in his eyes glistening in the hidden blue light. “There could have been no one else but you.”

Nameless’s eyes brimmed with tears as he stared blearily out of the great helm. The axe throbbed in his grip. His field of vision narrowed to a bloody line.

He wrenched his gaze from Thumil before he acted on the impulse to cut his shogging head off. Every instinct told him to do it; all but one that seemed to come from a well of darkness at his core.

“Now, councilors,” he said in a voice that came out a growl, “things are going to be different around here. Change is coming to Arx Gravis.”

“Well, I don’t know…” Old Moary started, no doubt sensing the beginnings of a new round of debate.

“Real change. Action. Decisiveness. And war.”

“War?” Thumil said.

“Is that pervert Mordin still in post?” Nameless asked.

“Marshal Mordin commands the Ravine Guard.”

“Good. Summon him at once.”

Councilor Stang leapt to his feet. “Not if your intention is—”

The black axe launched itself from Nameless’s hand and exited the back of Stang’s head. Everything from the nose up slopped away to the floor. The jaw remained attached to the body, which crashed into the table.

Nameless opened his hand to receive the returning axe.

“War is indeed my intention. War with Jeridium.”
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Ah, Mordin,” Nameless said as the ocras door ground upward and the marshal ducked inside the Dokon. He was wearing Thumil’s old golden helm and the red cloak of the Ravine Guard.

Mordin’s eyes sought out Thumil. “I was told you wanted to see me, my Lord Voice.”

“You can close the door now,” Nameless said to the Black Cloaks outside. “No need for anyone else to see this.”

A frown passed across Thumil’s face.

“You’ve nothing to worry about, Thumil,” Nameless said. “You and I are thick as thieves. Yes, we both loved the same woman, but the best man won, eh? And at least Cordy is a woman, not like the wee lassie Mordin here slipped his dwarfhood to.”

“What?” Mordin said.

“She was ninety-six, for shog’s sake,” Thumil said. “We’ve already had this conversation.”

“You have?” Mordin said. “I did nothing wrong, according to the law, and Bethyn is more than happy being my wife.”

“Widow,” Nameless said.

The blood drained from Mordin’s face. He leaned over the debating table to Thumil. “My Lord Voice, just give the word and—”

Nameless ripped the golden helm from the marshal’s head and slung it across the room.

Mordin spun, half-drew his sword, but Nameless grabbed him by the wrist and squeezed. Power flowed through the fire giant’s gauntlet. Mordin whimpered, then squealed, then screamed as cartilage cracked, sinew snapped, and bones shattered.

“Stop!” Thumil cried, coming round the table. “For pity’s sake!”

Nameless placed a hand either side of Mordin’s head then slammed his palms together. Everything in between was pulp that shot upwards in a spray, then showered down on the floor.

“All because I nominated him my replacement,” Thumil said, “instead of you.”

“Thought never occurred to me,” Nameless said. “This is all about change. Thumil, consider yourself reinstated as marshal. There’s no need for a Voice anymore. Grago, you will be my right hand.”

Grago stood and gave a low bow. The other councilors looked at him with horror, but Grago’s shrug said he was just being pragmatic, like any shrewd politician.

“Dorley,” Nameless addressed the scholar, who was hiding behind his stack of books. “If we’re going to do this without more blood than is necessary, I’m going to need propaganda: emerging from darkness into light, that sort of thing. A return to Arnoch… Whatever it takes to fire the imagination of the people and fill their heads with dreams of glory.

“Garnil…” He sought out the weasel. “You’re dead.”

Before Garnil could react, Nameless threw the black axe, and it came back to his hand bloody.

“Konin…”

Konin stood and bowed obsequiously.

“Second to Councilor Grago.”

“Castail: token distribution. Let it be known there will be extras for anyone who blows the whistle on dissidents. And work on your appearance. Make them think you really are descended from the Lords of Arnoch.

“Bley…”

The enormously fat councilor stood and lowered his eyes. His portliness reminded Nameless of Lukar. It was the only thing that saved him.

“I like a dwarf who eats more than his fair share. Shows he knows how to get what he wants and rise to the top of the heap. You’ll be quartermaster general to the army.”

“Army?” Thumil said.

“Yes, army, Marshal. The one you are about to assemble. I want every serving Ravine Guard ready to march come morning. Not only that, but every able-bodied dwarf, man or woman, who does not directly provide an essential service to the city.” They were all trained at the Slean from the age of seven. They could all fight. “The Svarks will keep watch over those who remain.”

“But…” Old Moary said. A fine tremor had started up in his fingers. “That would mean thousands leaving the ravine.”

“Thousands is what I want, Councilor Moary.”

Nameless wondered why the old councilor was still alive, what possible use he could be. But then he remembered: it was Moary who’d delivered his pa Droom into the world. Moary had apparently been a surgeon before the shakes had forced him into retirement. For now, that would have to be good enough to justify his place in the new order.

“But there isn’t the armor,” Thumil said. “Nor cloaks, weapons, shields.”

“Then make do, Marshal. Tell the new recruits to bring what they have from home. We are dwarves, warriors from the womb to the grave. The Senate of Jeridium won’t know what’s hit them.”

Grago coughed into his fist.

“Yes, Councilor?”

Grago bowed even lower this time.

He was good. Out of them all, he was destined for the longest life.

“What are we to call you? I mean, Nameless Dwarf hardly seems fitting anymore.”

Nameless thought about that. Grago was right. Nameless Dwarf denoted a criminal, someone convicted of the most heinous crimes. It wasn’t the sort of title to inspire a downtrodden people to greatness.

Then he remembered something Rugbeard had told him; something the old drunk had found in the Chronicles of Arx Gravis, and it seemed suddenly prophetic.

“You will tell the people the Corrector has come among them. He has come, let them know, so that they may truly live again. That they might rise from the bowels of the earth and stride upon the surface, a new generation of dwarf lords.”
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Nameless followed Thumil down the steps that wound around the Aorta until they reached the fourteenth level from the top. They were trailed by half a dozen blacked-cloaked Svarks, not because they were needed, but because they created an impression.

Thumil carried the golden helm that had been returned to him following Mordin’s demise. He seemed reluctant to put it on. Still, he may have been saving it for when he re-donned the armor and red cloak of the marshal of the Ravine Guard. Certainly, the helm would have looked incongruous above the white robe of the Voice.

Crowds had gathered in response to the horns and whistles that had sounded upon Nameless’s arrival outside the Dokon. It was early yet, and many took the opportunity to grab a kaffa and a bite to eat from the stalls set up to feed the miners on their way to work. Dwarves muttered and pointed at Nameless. Their worry was almost palpable in the air.

There were Black Cloaks either side of Thumil’s front door when they reached the house. There would be more dotted around out of sight.

Nameless checked behind. He had the feeling the Svarks trailing him might any second plunge a knife into his back. It was an irrational fear, swiftly quelled by a whispered voice inside his head.

[They are not stupid. They know they cannot penetrate the Lich Lord’s armor. You are safe, so long as you manage these dogs with a firm hand and a rod of iron.]

The Svarks exchanged looks with each other, and quick glances with those on the door.

“My Lord Corrector?” one of them said. He was a tough-looking bastard, face carved from stone, hair shaved into a narrow strip that ran across the crown of his head.

Nameless glared at him through the eye-slit, and the Black Cloak looked back unwaveringly.

“You are?” Nameless asked.

The Black Cloak clicked his heels and thumped his breast. “Margun, my Lord Corrector. Margun Coalheart.”

“Coalheart? Is that your real name?”

“No, my Lord Corrector, it is not. My family name is—”

“I like Coalheart.”

“My Lord Corrector.”

“You believe we can rise as a race, Margun Coalheart?”

“I do.”

“You want our enemies crushed, so we can return triumphant to the surface?”

Coalheart grinned, and the answering glimmer in his eyes showed he’d do whatever it took to make it happen.

“What do you think I should do with the Council of Twelve?” Nameless asked.

Thumil flinched at that. More looks passed between the Black Cloaks.

“Whatever you decide, my Lord Corrector, you have my unwavering loyalty,” Coalheart said.

“And what of you others?” Nameless asked. “What do you think?”

A dwarf with cheeks cratered by scars from the pox slammed his fist into his palm. “You won’t just get vague pledges of allegiance from me, my Lord Corrector. I tell it as it is.”

“Oh? And you are?”

“Kordred. Kordred Kin-killer, they call me, on account of—”

“Your real name.”

“But I thought…” Kordred said, glancing at Coalheart.

Nameless rapped the black axe against the Shield of Warding.

“Pyrite, my Lord Corrector. Kordred Pyrite.”

“Pyrite, eh?” Nameless said. “Fools’ gold. So, Kordred Golden-fool, what advice were you going to give me regarding the Council? And do please, as you said, ‘tell it as it is.’”

Kordred licked his lips and looked to his companions for support. They were mask-faced, and they seemed imperceptibly to shuffle toward Coalheart.

“It’s no secret, my Lord Corrector. Everyone knows the council indulge in endless circular debates and make sure nothing ever changes.” He huffed out a sigh, as if to say, “There, I’ve said it.”

Nameless let the silence hang between them for a dozen heartbeats, then a dozen more. Kordred’s lick-lipping turned to cheek twitching. He gave a nervous cough, wrung sweaty hands together.

Finally, Nameless turned the great helm on Coalheart. “Kill him.”

Without hesitation, Coalheart lunged at Kordred, got him in a chokehold, and squeezed. Kordred sputtered, Kordred flailed, Kordred weakened, Kordred died.

And Coalheart went to the top of the class.

“You have command of the Svarks, Coalheart,” Nameless said. “Under me, of course.”

Coalheart clicked his heels again and gave his chest-thumping salute. He really was very good.

“Right, Marshal,” Nameless said, turning back to the horrified Thumil. “Let’s go see this soul-daughter of mine.”

Nameless pushed the door open. Something that hadn’t changed: good old fashioned dwarven hospitality, where everyone was always welcome, although some more than others.

“Thumil?” Cordy’s voice came from down the hall.

She stepped out of the hearth room, a tiny bundle cradled in her arms.

She’d gained a little weight, but it looked good on her. Her golden hair was in disarray, her blue gown ruffled and a little stained. The swell of her breasts above the neckline drew Nameless’s gaze more than it should have. In the past he would have looked away with shame, but now he stared with unabashed desire.

[She’s yours, if you want her,] the black axe whispered. [Who’s going to stop you? Thumil?]

Instinctively, Cordy pulled the baby closer, shielded its head with her hand.

Nameless wrenched his eyes away. His pa would never have looked at a woman that way—at least no woman but his wife, and she’d have encouraged it, if what folk said was true: that no dwarves ever had greater love than Droom and Yalla.

Thumil set his golden helm on the table inside the front door, the same spot he’d reserved for it when he was marshal before. It brought a sense of completion to the house.

No one moved for a long while. Cordy’s eyes flashed accusation at Thumil, as if she were asking what he was thinking bringing the Butcher to their home, exposing their daughter to this monster.

Nameless broke the stalemate by leaning the Shield of Warding against the wall. He was surprised it let him, but maybe the shield sensed he was safe here. The axe, too, allowed him to set it down, and then he extended his arms and took a step toward Cordy.

She flinched and drew back.

“Cordy, it’s all right,” Thumil said. The quaver of his voice didn’t carry the same message, though. “He just wanted to see the baby.”

Cordy ran her eyes over Nameless, taking in the helm and plate armor that encased him head to foot. Her eyes strayed to the shield, then lingered on the axe.

“Is he…” she breathed. “Is he all right?”

Nameless ran his hands over the Lich Lord’s fluted breastplate, then gestured at the axe.

“I was duped before, Cordy. Duped by the faen. By Mananoc himself. They made me see demons in place of dwarves, and they blinded me to the truth of the axe. Lukar was right all along. This is the real Axe of the Dwarf Lords. The armor, the shield, these gauntlets… they ward me from deception and reveal the true greatness of the axe. It is a gift to us, Cordy, the means to raise us from the ravine to take our place upon the surface once more.”

Cordy looked past his shoulder at Thumil. In her eyes, Nameless read that she thought him mad.

“I know it’s hard to see, right now,” he said. “All I ask is your trust, your friendship. Arx Gravis will become a city of heroes, and Jeridium… Jeridium will become another Arnoch.”

She was trembling. He’d never before seen Cordy tremble.

“Am I scaring you?” he asked in the gentlest voice he could muster.

She nodded, and the baby snuggled into her breast began to cry.

“Let me see her,” Nameless said. “Babies like me. You remember when Blodd Nowyn had her first? The little dwarflet thought my pecs were udders.”

He reached for the baby, and Cordy turned her back on him.

Streamers of shadow arced from the black axe and fired his anger. He clenched his gauntleted hands into fists.

“What the shog’s wrong with you, Cordy?”

Thumil stepped past, got in between them. “Please. Nothing is wrong. She’s just tired. Having the baby, you know, it took its toll. Forgive me, my Lord Corrector, perhaps some other—”

“Now,” Nameless said. “I want to hold my soul-daughter now.”

“Yes,” Thumil said. “Of course. Cordy…”

She turned a glare on him and bared her teeth.

“Please, Cordy. It will be all right.” Thumil flicked a look at the great helm as if seeking a guarantee.

“Of course it will be all right,” Nameless said. “We three are family. Isn’t that what you wanted when you shacked up together? Isn’t that what you said?”

“That was before,” Cordy said.

Thumil placed a hand on her cheek, made her look him in the eye. They were both terrified, Nameless could see that, but it was ridiculous, and he was growing more than a little impatient.

“I’m not leaving without holding the baby.”

“Cordy, please,” Thumil said.

He pried her arms from the child and held it aloft. He kissed it on the head then passed it to Nameless, eyes not straying, even for a second.

Nameless gasped as he brought the baby to rest against his breastplate. Instantly, the child stopped crying.

He couldn’t feel the softness of its skin, its warmth, as there was no part of him free from steel or ocras. So, he contented himself with gazing down into its rosy face, where the first wisps of beard were already in evidence.

“Marla, you say?”

“After my grandma,” Thumil said.

“It’s a good name.” Not as good as Yalla, but Nameless could live with that.

With great care, he handed baby Marla back to her mother.

“Congratulations, Cordy. You, too, Thumil. I’m proud of you both.”

The looks that passed between them were masked, but they both betrayed relief and bewilderment.

“And I would be honored to be the soul-father, even if belatedly. I take it that’s not going to be a problem?”

Cordy’s eyes flashed at Thumil, but the marshal put a hand on her arm and said, “There could be no one else.”

“Then we must celebrate,” Nameless said. He looked behind at the doorway, where Coalheart stood at the head of his Black Cloaks. “You’re not required here, Coalheart. I’m among friends. You will wait for me outside.”

Coalheart saluted and shut the door behind him.

“I should put the baby down,” Cordy said. “It’s time for her nap.”

“So soon in the day?” Nameless said.

“She’s not sleeping at night,” Thumil said.

“I see. Well, it’s good to see she’s being cared for so diligently. Very good. Family is important, you know. Sometimes I think it’s the most important thing we have.”

Cordy took Marla toward the back of the house where the bedrooms were, and Thumil led Nameless into the kitchen.

“It’s tidier than when you lived alone,” Nameless said. Before, there had always been dirty crockery all over the place, but now everything was put away exactly where it should be.

“That’s Cordy for you,” Thumil said. He sounded more relaxed, but it was forced.

“It’s sad,” Nameless said, not intending the words to come out. He really meant that: sad that he had fallen so far from his oldest and dearest friends. Sad that they no longer trusted him; that they were scared half to death of him. But he would change that, make them see sense.

“Sad?” Thumil said. “Me and Cordy, you mean?”

He stood with his back to Nameless, looking for something to drink on the beer shelf. At least that was the same as Nameless remembered it: fully stocked, and something for every occasion. Except maybe this one.

The black dog’s pawing at his mind took him unawares, but he almost welcomed it. At that moment, he thought he would trade all his newfound power just to be able to remove the helm and drink with Thumil once again, sing bawdy songs together.

He lowered himself onto a stool at the kitchen counter.

Then the thought occurred to him: Aristodeus and his faen friends must have had a way to reverse the melding of the helm to his flesh. The philosopher had only not done so because, he claimed, removing it would leave Nameless prone to the malice of the axe. So, either Baldilocks had been duped, or he was in on the deception all along, which would be no surprise. Either way, the philosopher would suffer for it. Once the dwarves had taken Jeridium for their home on the surface, Nameless would send them against the Mountain of Ocras.

Thumil turned away from the beer shelf. “I’m sorry. It was thoughtless of me. You can’t drink in that helm, can you?”

“It’s enough for me to watch you drink, old friend,” Nameless said. “Please, select a beer. Wait, is that Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead I see? Pour yourself one.”

“I couldn’t,” Thumil said. “It wouldn’t feel right.”

“I insist.”

With tremulous hands, Thumil opened the bottle and poured himself a flagon of golden mead.

Nameless watched intently as Thumil took a sip and set the flagon down.

“More, Thumil. It hardly wet your lips.”

Thumil eyed him nervously, then took a longer pull.

“Keep going. Drain the flagon.”

It’s what the marshal would have done in the past. It’s what Nameless would have done, too. The first drink never touched the sides. The second was slower, unless they had a surfeit of tokens and someone was buying a third.

Thumil drained the flagon and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Pour yourself another.”

With a barely suppressed sigh, Thumil did so, but he sipped this one more slowly.

“Sing,” Nameless said.

“What?”

“Like in the old days. A bawdy ballad. A shanty. Something to get the blood flowing.”

“I don’t think I can,” Thumil said.

“Try.”

“But Cordy’s just put the baby down.”

“Ah, yes,” Nameless said. “The baby. Your baby. And hers.”

The silence that hung between them was broken by the scrape of the axe making its way down the hall. Thumil watched in horror as it slid across the floor and flipped itself onto Nameless’s lap. The Shield of Warding came next, skimming across the flagstones, till it came to rest against his stool.

“It’s good you’re such a thoughtful father,” Nameless said. “I trust you’ve been a good husband to Cordy?”

Thumil had a grim set to his jaw, but he nodded. “I hope so. It has certainly been my intention.”

“So, tell me, Marshal, how’s your strategy?”

Thumil took a quick slurp of mead. “My Lord Corrector, our people have not fought a war in almost two hundred years, and even then it was in defense of Arx Gravis against the goblins.”

“I know. You told me. I think it was our last beer together, before you were made Voice. Actually, I seem to remember I drank your beer, because you had to rush off to the Dokon. You lost your parents in that battle. You said you were angry with the marshal even though she’d done nothing wrong. You remember telling me that? You remember telling me that she later came to you—my mother, the marshal—and that she wept with you. You said she was a great woman.”

“And she was,” Thumil said.

“Then you’ll know what I have in mind for you, Thumil. You have your model of greatness.”

“But Yalla was no conqueror.”

“She could have been, if she hadn’t been made to pay for Maldark’s betrayal. If we all hadn’t. One dwarf’s slip up, Thumil, a slip up he did everything possible to rectify, and yet the Council would have us cower below ground in case we make the wrong choice. In case we fall prey to deception.”

“And we still might,” Thumil said.

“We already have. Me, when I returned to the ravine and thought it was overrun with creatures from the Abyss; and you and everybody else now, when the truth is staring you in the face and you still can’t see it. You’re blinded by fear, Thumil. Fear and shame for a sin that was nothing to do with us. Maldark was his own dwarf. How long are we going to pay for what he did? We are destined for greater things. Where do you think those stories of the dwarf lords and Arnoch came from? If at the last there is no kernel of truth to them, don’t they at least show us what we aspire to be? What we can be, with the right leadership?”

“But war, Corrector? Is there no other way?”

“You know what the Senate of Jeridium did when faced with the threat of Sektis Gandaw? They tried to appease him. They thought if they suppressed the Wayist religion he reviled, he would spare them. How long do you think you’d have lasted under that regime, Thumil? You and that book of yours? These people are not fit to govern, and Jeridium does nothing to protect the weak and rein in the strong. What the upper-lands need is just rule, firm and impartial. The nurture of a father for those who accept governance; brutal discipline for those who do not.”

Thumil looked like he was about to object but thought better of it.

“What, Marshal? Nothing to say? You were always so vocal in debate.”

“But the logistics of a war with Jeridium,” Thumil said. “The training, equipment, our lines of supply…”

“Tomorrow at suns up, Thumil. I want the army marching by then. Assemble every man and woman we can spare at the top of the city. It will be an unstoppable force, which you will lead. And don’t worry, I’ll see to it Cordy and the baby are well looked after.”
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Thumil wasted no time sending messengers up and down the Aorta in virtually unbroken relays. Businesses were stripped back to a skeleton staff, as those deemed fit enough to fight were summoned to platoons, which were assigned to brigades, which came together to form divisions. Put it all together, and the dwarves had an army of at least forty thousand, even if most of them had barely touched a weapon since their mandatory training at the Slean. It wasn’t enough, not if they were to storm Jeridium.

Coalheart put the fear of shog in the councilors. He was proving a good choice. Suddenly, the prevaricating scuts were decisive and well-organized, and competing to outdo one another.

Grago came up with the bright idea of using miners as sappers and sending them to undermine Jeridium’s walls. There were grumblings and the kindling of protest, but the Svarks silenced the naysayers and put an end to that. Sometimes, the health of a race could only be restored by excising all traces of disease or dissent, the black axe said. Nameless saw that now, as if it should always have been patently obvious.

Coalheart reported that folk were spreading dissent, and he recommended a mass roundup of the most outspoken. On the black axe’s advice, Nameless ordered a string of assassinations, Councilor Konin among them. Konin had swiftly proven a disappointment. Rather than aping Nameless, or even Grago, and entering into the spirit of the cull, he’d continued with his poor imitation of Dythin Rala, and fallen asleep in the Dokon. While everyone accepted it had been a long day, there really was no excuse.

Nameless instructed Councilor Dorley to put the word around that it was a purification, the honing of the dwarves into a unified force capable of rising to unparalleled heights of greatness. Dorley had teams of scholars and students copy out some hastily written words, and by mid-afternoon, a stirring manifesto was in the hands of every brigade leader for the evening’s pep talk to the troops.

Already, Nameless could see glimmerings of the dwarf lords in his people. Cut free of the chaff that had weighed them down and turned them into cowards with their heads in the sand, they were suddenly driven, industrious, and honed to a keen point. Within less than a day of Nameless’s arrival, Arx Gravis would have rivaled an ants’ nest for organization.

That night, though, he didn’t sleep. He went with an escort of Black Cloaks to the greenery of the Sward on the sixteenth level, with its ledge-top forest and gardens; to the house he’d grown up in, the home he’d shared with Droom and Lukar.

The Svarks kept watch outside in shifts, while Coalheart was sent back to the Dokon to inform the councilors they were permitted home for the night, on condition that they were ready to see the troops off at dawn.

Something about the councilors irked Nameless, and the black axe felt it, too. It advised sweeping them aside before they could conspire against the new regime. Perhaps in the morning, if they even looked at Nameless the wrong way, he’d do just that; but for now, he couldn’t see any real threat, even if he felt one. He doubted any of the councilors had the guts or imagination to flee the ravine, and even if they did, Coalheart had already tripled the number of Svarks in concealer cloaks at the top. No one could get in or out of Arx Gravis unless they were marching with the army.

Nameless seated himself at the kitchen table with a steaming cup of kaffa before him. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t drink it; just having it there anchored him in some small way to the dwarf he’d once been.

Occasionally, the murmur of voices drifted to him from outside. It was the Svarks changing shifts, he was sure. Strain as he might, he didn’t hear anything to confirm his suspicions that they were talking about him.

He felt cold beneath the Lich Lord’s armor, clammy with gooseflesh. It was odd how the invulnerability it conferred did nothing to allay fears of a dagger in the dark.

Shadows danced in macabre patterns around the walls, coalesced in front of the hearth. Once or twice they startled him; they took on the density and shape of dwarves, as if Droom hadn’t really died in a mining accident and Lukar hadn’t been flayed alive by the seethers.

Nameless stared at the darkling forms until they dispersed. His heart beat a stuttering tattoo that his teeth rattled in time to. His guts lurched and he swooned. When he steadied himself with his hands on the table, wood splintered from the force of the giant’s gauntlets.

Had they been ghosts, or was it just lack of sleep?

Then a new strain of fear gripped him: What if he was the ghost, and the shadows were all he was permitted to see of the living? What if these were the scraps thrown to him by Mananoc as he suffered an eternity in the Abyss?

He waited and waited for some clue to the reality of things, and the axe waited where he’d left it, leaning against the door jamb. Its whisperings were subliminal, yet its presence was palpable, a deeper opacity against the dark. The air throbbed with the empathic pulses it sent him. Muted echoes rippled out across the room. They felt every bit like the house’s very own heartbeat.

The shield atop the table rocked and clattered as if it slept fitfully. Shudders passed through the plates of the armor, and the gauntlets alternately tightened and slackened on his hands.

Once or twice, Nameless felt himself nodding off, but inky feelers from the axe whipped out and shocked him alert. He could feel them weaving through his brain, building networks and tracks of shadow for his thoughts to hurtle along. He came to see them as the only thing binding him together. Without the efforts of the axe and the other three artifacts, he felt he would drip away through the cracks in reality.

When horns sounded outside and the tramp of booted feet passed the window, he leapt from his seat to peer through the shutters. He was sure the army was coming for him; that dissent had fomented into outright rebellion.

A handful of Red Cloaks marched at the head of a column of civilians, each of whom was armed with whatever they could find. Some had shields, swords, axes, and hammers that had likely been handed down from one generation to the next. Others had knives more suited to the kitchen, or farm implements and blacksmith’s tools. They looked either surly or grim, cowed or totally focused on the task in hand.

When they headed across the Sward toward the Aorta, and Nameless spied the first speckles of red light on the treetops in Tranquility Park across the way, he sighed with relief. Dawn had come, and it was time to see the army off.
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Coalheart met him from the Aorta when Nameless and his bodyguard of five Svarks reached the top level of the city.

“All ready and waiting, my Lord Corrector,” Coalheart said with evident pride.

Beyond him, the walkways and plazas were filled to bursting with dwarves armed for war. A smattering of Red Cloaks stood in with each platoon, and there were hundreds of platoons. Through the gaps in the walkways, Nameless could see it was the same thing on the three levels below: crowds upon crowds of dwarves ready and waiting to do as he commanded.

A lump formed in his throat. This is what they had been born for. After so many centuries skulking within the ravine, the people of Arx Gravis were on the cusp of their true destiny.

“There’s barely a thousand left to run the city,” Coalheart explained as they walked toward the assembled councilors, most of whom were bleary-eyed and barely suppressing yawns.

Nameless scanned the group as he approached, watching for the slightest hint of betrayal. He saw none. They were either innocent, or extremely good actors, and there was no easy way of knowing.

Grago stepped toward him and offered an obsequious bow. It wasn’t what was wanted, but at least he was making an effort. Bowing and scraping was too demeaning for a dwarf. Nameless wanted obedience with dignity, and a society in which the strong prospered and weren’t afraid to challenge and take what lay within their grasp. So far, only Coalheart seemed to have understood that in its entirety, but Grago was a close second.

“Magnificent, is it not, my Lord Corrector?” Grago swept out his arm to encompass the entire level.

Nameless nodded as he turned a slow circle, running the eye-slit over the massed troops. He rested his gaze for a moment on the tunnel mouth that led to the ocras mines. That was the route Droom had taken to work most mornings. He remembered taking it himself once, before he went into Aranuin after Lukar. Rugbeard had taken him, Kal, Muckman and Ming by train to the headframe. They’d descended to the sump pit at the base of the mine. He recalled fleeting glimpses of shifting walls, gigantic hands forming out of the stone, and then slaughter as Thumil led the Red Cloaks to contain the threat. They’d been lucky that time, but it had been a presage of the massacre that was to come.

The rush of water drew his attention away from the tunnel to the artesian well pumping its load to the top of the aqueduct that hugged the ravine wall. The flow was stained red by the rising suns, and it cascaded in bloody torrents to each successive level, until it found its resting place in the Sag-Urda at the bottom.

Nameless came full circle then glared at the councilors behind Grago. Something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Everything was in place just as he’d commanded. If anyone was in opposition, they were doing a good job of disguising it. He thought at first it was because he hadn’t prepared a speech, words with which to fire the troops and send them off to glory.

But then he realized what it was, and he turned the great helm on Coalheart.

“Where is the marshal?”

Thumil should have been there, waiting for his arrival. The marshal was supposed to be the focal point, the strategist, the leader of the army. More than that, he should have been the one to give a speech.

Coalheart’s eyes roved the assembled soldiers. There was a slight tightening of his cheeks.

Grago said, “All the generals are here. I can only assume Marshal Thumil has been delayed.”

Nameless clenched his fist around the axe haft, and Grago took a step back.

“You will give a speech, Councilor Grago,” Nameless said. “Just make sure they understand not to return without victory. Deserters will be eviscerated, and any family left behind will be fed to the gibunas.”

He turned on his heel, no longer wanting to see the army process up the switchback pathway that led out of the ravine.

“Coalheart,” he barked over his shoulder. “With me.”
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When they reached Thumil’s house on the fourteenth, the front door was locked and the window shutters all closed.

Not waiting for the Black Cloaks that had come with them to break in, Nameless shoved the door, and it shattered into a thousand shards and splinters.

He strode along the hall, checked the hearth room, the kitchen, the bedroom, but the house was empty.

Sometime during the night, after delegating the assembly of the army to his generals, Thumil had fled.

And he’d taken his wife and daughter with him.

 




THIRTY-NINE

The conical control room at the heart of the Mountain of Ocras was brimming with faen when Shadrak stepped through the sliding door. They lined every walkway, all the way to the truncated ceiling at the apex. It was like entering a hall of judgment, the way they all stopped whatever they’d been doing and stared at him, most with barely disguised loathing on their faces. He was a discard, he got that. Imperfect on account of his pallid skin and pink eyes. To them, he was untouchable.

Aristodeus stood center stage on the ground floor, his theatrical props a pipe and a steaming mug of kaffa. Mephesch stood beside him, angling looks up at the overshadowing crowd.

“And here he is,” Aristodeus said, beckoning Shadrak over.

Mephesch smiled warmly, but his eyes were filled with calculation.

“This is it?” Shadrak said. “Your plan to stop Nameless: bring in the scuts responsible for everything that’s gone wrong?”

“This is the Sedition, Shadrak. They had nothing to do with the black axe. All they’ve ever done is try to destroy it.”

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, with a withering look at Mephesch, “by sending us on a fool’s errand to get the three artifacts that made it possible for Nameless to reclaim it. Face it, Baldy, you screwed up. And you, Mephesch: either your rival faen saw you coming and pulled the wool over your eyes, or this Sedition business is just more bullshit, and you’re all in it up to your necks.”

“Hear us out,” Aristodeus said. “There may yet be hope. If you’d gone rushing off after Nameless like you wanted to, either he’d be dead, or you would.”

“He would,” Shadrak said.

“The Lich Lord’s armor renders him invulnerable,” Mephesch said.

“Yeah, well how did that work out for Blightey? Only pity is, Bird ain’t here to do that trick with the beetles again.”

A low moan passed among the faen on the walkways.

“And besides,” Shadrak said, not wanting to dwell on Bird. Losing the shapeshifting faen was a blow he’d not even begun to recover from. “It ain’t like the armor covers his head, is it?”

“His mother’s helm is ocras,” Aristodeus said with a roll of his eyes. “It’s just as resistant to force.”

“Not the eye-slit.”

“Do you want him dead?” Aristodeus said. “I was under the impression that was the Archon. I am trying, once again, to find an alternative to killing Nameless.”

“Tell that to the dwarves, assuming there are any left. I take it he’s reached the ravine?”

“He has,” came a voice from the second tier.

The faen gathered at the railing parted to reveal one of the mirrors above the desks dotting every walkway. It showed the face of a faen with olive skin and hair twisted into long grey ropes.

“Abednego is our eyes and ears at Arx Gravis,” Mephesch said.

“This time it’s different,” Abednego said from the mirror. “At first, there were only a handful of deaths, but within hours the killings mounted. But it’s not just him doing it this time. The Black Cloaks have formed into death squads. And this morning, an army left the ravine to wage war on Jeridium. Everybody who can fight has been sent, leaving barely a thousand behind to keep the city running.”

“Sounds reckless,” Shadrak said. “Does the Senate know?”

“They should do by now,” Mephesch said. “We sent word to the Academy sorcerers.”

“So, what’s this plan of yours?” Shadrak asked Aristodeus. “This alternative.”

“I don’t know yet. Hence this meeting. If we all put our heads together, we may yet come up with something.”

“Right,” Shadrak said. “And in the meantime you’re going to rely on prayer to stop Nameless going on the rampage?”

“I do not pray,” Aristodeus said.

“No, that wouldn’t stoke your ego, would it?”

Mephesch raised a placating hand. “We of the Sedition bring much lore to the table. With time, we will find a way. Trust me.”

“Trust you? Mate, you’re a faen.”

“As are you,” Abednego said. The face in the mirror looked down at Mephesch. “Or didn’t Bird tell him?”

“He told me,” Shadrak said.

“And you believed him?”

“I believed Bird, but that don’t mean I trust the rest of you.”

“That is a shame,” Mephesch said. “We were hoping you would replace Bird. We were going to ask you to join the Sedition.”

Shadrak shook his head. “Bird said he was there when the faen wanted to kill me. I was a baby, and you bastards wanted me dead, just because of what I looked like. Or are you going to tell me you lot had nothing to do with it, that it was these rivals of yours?”

A faen on the third level leaned over the rail. His skin was dark as coal, and his eyes were burning embers. “Oh, they were there, Shadrak the Unseen. Back then, there was only a fledgling resistance—Mephesch and a handful of others. They wouldn’t have dared stop a culling at the time. The only person you have to thank for your life is Bird, same as I will ever be indebted to him for mine.”

“Enos is right,” Mephesch said, “though it pains me to be reminded. Bird was changed by his sojourn in Cerreth, and when he returned, he showed some of us another way. Yes, we share the guilt for your rejection. At the very least, we were indifferent. But now, you are as precious to us as Bird was, and I can’t tell you how grieved we all are at his passing.”

Shadrak glared up at the faen crowding the walkways. He suspected Mephesch was telling the truth for once, but how could he know for sure? And why did he care? You can’t discard a child then treat them as family when you realize the error of your ways.

“Want to know what I think of your offer?” Shadrak said. He raised his middle finger and turned to make sure he took everyone in with the gesture.

“I’ve wasted two days waiting for Baldy to come up with a plan, time I could’ve spent following Nameless, gauging his new strengths, looking for opportunities. But, do you know what?” he said, turning his eyes on Abednego’s face in the mirror. “Ol’ Ropey-Head here has given me a glimmer of hope. If Nameless hasn’t gone back just to butcher, then maybe he’s still in there”—he tapped his head—“still reasoning.”

“Yes,” Aristodeus said. “My thoughts exactly. If we could get you into the ravine with a team of the Sedition—”

“No,” Shadrak said. “I work alone.”

He swirled his cloak around him and headed for the door.

“Won’t you at least let me guide you?” Abednego said. “I know Arx Gravis. It’s virtually my home. Right now, the top of the ravine is crawling with Svarks. There’s no way in from above.”

Shadrak turned back to face Abednego’s mirror. “So? I have a lore craft.”

“I know,” Abednego said. “And I can show you exactly where to land it.”

 




FORTY

The lore craft came to rest beneath the lake at the bottom of the ravine. Shadrak exited via a hatch at the top, which protruded an inch or so above the surface of the water. Under his feet, fish continued to swim by, unobstructed, as if a ship the size of a city hadn’t just landed smack in the middle of their domain. And it hadn’t, in a sense. According to Abednego, whenever the lore craft came into contact with anything denser than air, it was as insubstantial as a ghost, and only those who knew where to look, and how, were capable of finding the myriad entrances that dotted the hull.

Shadrak hesitated a moment, adjusting to the perception that he was standing on water. But the instant he stepped away from the hatch and it started to close, he plunged beneath the surface.

Burdened by the sealed bag strapped to his back, which contained his rifle and his black cloak, Shadrak struck for the shore with slow, easy strokes.

Overhead, pockets of crimson sunlight bled between the walkways spanning the chasm all the way to the top.

As he drew near the shore, he caught snatches of gibbering from the sheer ravine walls that loomed behind squat buildings and covered stalls. He climbed up onto the embankment then slipped between a couple of warehouses and emerged by a canal. The barge moored there was shrouded in darkness, so he climbed aboard and entered its single cabin.

He unslung the bag, opened it, and fumbled around inside until he found his goggles. He put them on, and they whirred into life, granting him enough green-tinted light to see by while he assembled the sections of the rifle. Once he’d finished, he donned his black cloak, ran his fingers over the blades in his baldrics, checked the glass spheres in his pouches, his two flintlocks, and the Thundershot tucked into the back of his belt.

Only then was he ready to go.

As arranged, Abednego met him by the ravine wall behind the wharfs.

“It is brave of you to do this, Shadrak,” the faen said. “Bird would have been proud.”

Shadrak ignored the compliment. Nothing these shoggers said meant a thing to him. All he cared about is whether there was a way to free Nameless from the black axe; and if there wasn’t, he’d do everything in his power to put the dwarf out of his misery.

“Come,” Abednego said. “A resistance is already forming, but it could be snuffed out at any moment.”

The faen led Shadrak along the banks of the canal till they reached a system of caves set into the rock face.

The stench was overpowering as they made their way down one twisting passage after the next. Bones and half-eaten carcasses littered the floor.

“Gibuna warrens,” Abednego said. “Flesh-eating primates that have been known to snatch dwarf children. The resistance expelled them during the night. The gibunas have taken to the ledges and the struts beneath the walkways now.”

Abednego held up a hand as the sound of voices reached their ears. The air shimmered around him, and in his place stood a dwarf in a patchwork of rags and a crooked, tall hat.

“They don’t trust faen,” he said. “They would sooner listen to a fool.”

As they rounded the bend, flickering orange light cast long shadows across the wall of a cathedral cavern. Upwards of two hundred dwarves were seated in a circle on the floor. Dozens more stood back from the rest. These ones were wild-looking, thickly muscled and bare-chested—both the men and the women. They were inked over with so many tattoos, there was scarcely an inch of untainted skin.

At the center of the gathering, a golden-helmed dwarf in a red cloak and white robe paused mid-sentence to take in the new arrivals.

Shadrak recognized the face from when he’d left Arx Gravis the first time: Thumil, the Voice of the Council, and a one-time friend of Nameless’s.

“Stupid,” Thumil said to the dwarf who had moments ago been Abednego. “And Shadrak. No one else?”

“Shadrak works alone,” the motley fool said.

“We need the faen, Stupid. We need their lore.”

“Yeah, well I’m faen,” Shadrak said. It felt odd, hearing himself admit it.

“But will you be enough?” a woman holding a baby said. Shadrak remembered her, too. “Because last time he was unstoppable.”

“Forgive me,” Thumil said. “Shadrak, this is Cordy, my wife. We’re the closest thing to family the Nameless Dwarf has left.”

“Corrector,” Cordy half spat. “That’s what he calls himself now. And he’s no part of my family, not after what he’s done this time.”

“Then it’s a good job he still has me,” Shadrak said. “If there’s some way to stop him, free him from the spell of that scutting axe, I’ll find it.”

“And if not?” Cordy asked.

“Killing’s what I do for a living, lady. And believe me, there’s always a way to get the job done.”

He’d proven that with the Archon, hadn’t he? Some targets just took longer to work out, to observe for signs of weakness. But they were always there, if you looked hard enough.

 




FORTY-ONE

The third day after the army left for war, reports started coming in about insurgent attacks throughout the city. Black Cloaks had been killed; and stockpiled food and supplies had been taken. Graffiti on the Aorta walls denounced the Corrector’s tyranny and pledged undying support for the rebellion—a rebellion everyone said was led by Thumil.

Discontent spread like cancer among the thousand or so dwarves left in the city. The skeleton staff assigned to keep things running had diminished even further. People simply hadn’t turned up for work, and those that had were disgruntled about having to double up on their chores. It was fresh produce that was chiefly affected, and Nameless decreed that folk would simply have to make do.

Dorley gave a speech to the Council about the people’s sacrifice in aid of the war effort, and then the councilors were sent out to tour every level of the city and show solidarity. Nameless had half a mind to send them all the way to the bottom, to show solidarity with the baresarks and gibunas who lived down there. It would certainly have been entertaining, but he decided against it. So long as the councilors did as they were told, they were a useful means of delegating control. Even with most of the population gone, and with the Black Cloaks on constant patrol, Arx Gravis was still too big a city for one dwarf to manage by himself.

The mines had come to a standstill, but that was to be expected, with the majority of the miners now recruited as sappers, in what was perhaps the most crucial part of the attack on Jeridium.

Taverns remained open, but most were empty.

The Slean continued with only the most basic training for the children. Many instructors had gone with the army, to hone the rusty skills of the civilian soldiers.

News came via carrier pigeon that the siege of Jeridium was underway, and that teams of sappers were already tunneling beneath the walls and planting explosive charges.

It seemed an opportune moment to go on a tour of the city, raise morale by telling the people how close they were to victory.

By early evening, as Raphoe peeked down into the ravine, Nameless rode a goat cart at the head of a parade of Black Cloaks and councilors. The straggly crowd that had been assembled along the seventh level walkways was halfhearted in its cheering, but he attributed that to overwork and anxiety about the war.

Whenever he saw a mother with a baby, he had the driver stop the cart, and he got out to hold the child and offer his thanks to the mother for helping to make Arx Gravis strong again. Most of them were tight-faced and tearful. What woman wouldn’t be, to be told her offspring was going to one day be a dwarf lord?

As Nameless’s entourage passed beneath the arch of an aqueduct, something glinted in the moonlight as it fell from on high and hit the walkway in front of the goat cart. Flames erupted. There was a thunderous boom. The cart flew apart, and Nameless was flung over the edge of the walkway. He hit the stones a hundred feet below. The Lich Lord’s armor bore the brunt of the impact, but it did nothing to lessen the shock.

He thought he heard cheers from above, but as he clambered to his feet, axe still in hand, and the Shield of Warding on his other arm, he was met with silence. Wide-eyed faces stared down at him from above. They’d thought him dead, he could see that, and now they were both astounded and horrified that he’d survived unscathed.

Coalheart rappelled over the side and dropped down next to him.

“My Lord Corrector, are you all right?”

Nameless scanned the crowd overhead. Black flames surged from the Paxa Boraga, mirroring his anger. People started to step back out of sight.

“Heads on spikes, Coalheart. Heads on spikes.”

“My Lord?”

“Take them from the civilians. Give these rebels something to think about. Ten for the cart, another ten for the goat, and fifty for the attempt on me. They need to learn, Coalheart. Dissidents will not be tolerated.”

Coalheart nodded approvingly. “Seventy heads, then. I’ll organize death squads.”

“You can use the spikes from the mines,” Nameless said. “Hammer them into walkways, walls. If anything like this happens again, we’ll make a railing of spiked heads all the way down the steps of the Aorta.”

Coalheart’s grin showed he was the dwarf for the job. He swiftly wiped it off and returned to a grim look of sober professionalism. “I’ve dispatched Black Cloaks to apprehend the assassin.”

“Good,” Nameless said. “But be prepared to be disappointed.”

“You have my word, Corrector, that we will—”

“I know who it is, Coalheart. He makes an art out of being unseen.”

The exploding glass globe that had dropped from the top of the aqueduct had given it away.

But Shadrak was no fool. He’d have known from their fight with Blightey that anything he might try was futile. He was just testing Nameless out, garnering ideas, looking for the slightest weakness. And then, when he knew all there was to know, he’d strike so swiftly, Nameless would never see him coming.

“There’s a faen assassin in the ravine, Coalheart. If he came in from up top, it was only with permission. I want every concealer-cloaked Svark stationed there put to death. I want their heads on spikes, too. Replace them with men you handpick yourself. Ensure they are aware of the consequences of treating with the enemy.”

“My Lord Corrector.” Coalheart clicked his heels and nodded. The hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He was still relishing his new role.

“And Coalheart, I want guards stationed at every ladder leading to the foot of the ravine. No one comes up, no one goes down, is that clear?”

“My Lord Corrector?”

“The portal beneath the Sag-Urda.” The way Nameless had entered Aranuin. The way he’d come back with the black axe. “He could have entered the city that way.”

And then he remembered the lore craft. With a craft like that, Shadrak could have come in any way he wished. The lore craft could even merge with the ravine walls.

For all his invulnerability, Nameless was gripped with dread. A foe that could be anywhere, who could strike at any given moment, and who was skilled in all the various ways of killing… Even if there was only one crack in the Lich Lord’s armor, enough to slip a knife through, Shadrak would find it.

“Forget that order. He could be anywhere.” He turned a circle, hunting for the barest hint of movement. His breaths came in ragged gasps. His breastplate resonated with the racing of his heart.

“I’ll double your personal guard, Corrector,” Coalheart said. “Triple it.”

“No.” Nameless’s guts twisted, and his legs suddenly felt like they were missing bones. He reeled, and Coalheart steadied him.

It was stupid, he knew. Utterly stupid, wielding such power and yet being afraid of phantoms. He’d never felt so terrified in his life. He’d never before been particularly frightened of dying.

[See,] the black axe said, and the shield, armor, and gauntlets silently concurred. [You are safe from no one. Nor will you ever be while even one enemy remains. These people who applaud as you parade among them would cheer louder with you at the end of a hangman’s rope. You have no friends here, Corrector. Not among these people who stripped you of your name. To them, you are less than nothing.]

“Take me back to the Dokon,” Nameless rasped. “Lock me inside.”

“Corrector?”

At least that way, Shadrak couldn’t come at him, not without opening one of the doors and giving himself away. And the ocras that lined the chamber would be another layer of protection.

“Now, Coalheart!”

Together, they made their way to the steps of the Aorta and back up to the seventh level.

 




FORTY-TWO

It wasn’t the first time Nameless had felt the Dokon was like a tomb, but as the door ground shut and left him alone within its twelve impregnable walls, he wished it really was. Anything had to be better than the panic that had turned the blood in his veins to ice and set his limbs trembling. Even the oblivion of death.

[You must resist,] the black axe said in his mind. [This assassin is a faen, a creature of deception. You are under a beguilement. The only way out is through the force of your righteous anger. You know this. You have always known this.]

The axe was right. It seemed to know him better than he knew himself. How many times in the past had he turned fear into rage, weakness into strength? But this was different. This was no natural fear: it infected him all the way down to the marrow.

He seated himself at the head of the debating table and rested the Shield of Warding against his knees. The empty chairs served only to remind him of absent foes. What kind of a way was that to govern? Twelve squabbling idiots, each determined to have his own way, and in the process ripping the city to shreds, or bringing it to a grinding standstill.

He glanced at the embossed heads of the dwarf lords peering from the center of each of the twelve doors. They glared judgement at him, made him feel the butt of some secret joke.

He lowered the helm to stare at his hands encased in the fire giant’s gauntlets. He grew fascinated watching his metal-clad fingers clench and unclench around the haft of the black axe.

He stopped abruptly, suddenly scared even to breathe, in case some invisible enemy located him by the sound.

He sat and he sat and he sat. He had no idea how long. It could have been an hour. It could have been a day. All he knew was that when he looked up from the tabletop, the dwarf lord’s head opposite was mocking him with a smirk.

He threw back his chair and charged across the room. With concussive force, he struck the embossed head with the black axe, but it was unscathed. It was as though the door had absorbed every last drop of energy from the blow. When he stepped back to try again, the dwarf lord had resumed an expression of regal stoicism.

What if Coalheart had tricked him? What if he was locked inside and could never come out?

His heart began to scud about his ribcage. He flung himself in a wide circle. They were all the same: twelve ocras doors, and there was no other way in or out.

Would Coalheart have done it? Had he been duping Nameless all along? No, he can’t have been. He’d killed, hadn’t he? Killed anyone Nameless had told him to, and with relish. If he were really working for the other side, he wouldn’t have been so compliant.

Or would he?

It made a certain kind of sense. Obedience had brought trust in its wake, and Nameless had trusted Coalheart to lock him in the Dokon. They wouldn’t have to find a way to penetrate the Lich Lord’s armor now. They could starve him out. Even with all this power, he couldn’t remove his ma’s great helm. He was still dependent on Aristodeus to feed him. He should have sent the army to the Mountain of Ocras first, he realized. Should have secured the feeding apparatus.

How long did he have? Weeks, at best.

He’d sooner face an unseen assassin than rot away in his armor or starve to death.

He strode to the door he’d entered by, crashed the axe into it again and again. Even the sound was muffled by whatever peculiar lore enhanced the ocras’s ability to absorb force. He felt a scream of despair welling up from his guts, but before he gave it voice, the door started to grind open.

Coalheart ducked beneath it before it had fully risen. Behind him was a mud-caked dwarf who looked set to drop from exhaustion.

“My Lord Corrector,” Coalheart said, pushing the dwarf in before him. “A messenger from the army.”

Ice locked Nameless in position, like Mananoc frozen at the heart of the Abyss. He knew from the look of the messenger it was bad.

“The sappers breached Jeridium’s walls, Corrector,” the dwarf said with a stammer. He dropped his eyes to the floor. “But they were waiting for us inside. Their legions were too disciplined. They were a wall of advancing shields, and their swords…”

“I remember,” Nameless said, lost in a daze. “Short stabbing swords. I bet they were brutally efficient.”

“We fell back before them, Corrector, but they kept coming till we were routed. Then they opened the gates and sent cavalry to ride us down. General Garnk rallied his division, did some real damage, but then sorcerers appeared atop the walls and unleashed a storm of fire.”

“How many?” Nameless asked. “How many survived?”

“The miners had already withdrawn when it started, Corrector. Last I saw, there was a bunch of them fleeing the field.”

“Who else?”

Blood drained from the messenger’s face. “No one.”

Forty thousand. Forty thousand dwarves lost in a single battle. Nameless turned away. He almost dropped to his knees, but then he whirled back to face the messenger.

“No one but you.”

“Corrector?”

Nameless turned the eye-slit on Coalheart. “Kill him.”

Before the messenger could protest, Coalheart drew a dagger across his throat. A spray of blood, a few twitches, and the traitorous scut slumped in a heap on the floor.

“Summon the Council,” Nameless said.

“They’ve vanished, Corrector. After the assassination attempt, my men saw them fleeing toward the foot of the ravine. Many of the people took flight then and followed them.”

“And you let them?”

“Corrector, I was with you at the time. I’ve singled out the Black Cloaks responsible. I was merely awaiting your order to execute them.”

“But why?” Nameless asked. “Why would they flee to the bottom? They’d last all of two minutes among the baresarks and gibunas.”

“It might have been the spiked heads, Correct—”

And then he had it.

“Thumil!”

It’s why the rebels had evaded detection. They must have based themselves where no one would think to look.

And it’s why the army had been defeated. Thumil should have been with them, strategizing, guiding, encouraging. He would have seen what Jeridium’s defenders were up to and countered. But he hadn’t wanted to. He’d engineered the army’s defeat. Him and the Council. They would stop at nothing to keep the dwarves shut away in the ravine.

“How many Black Cloaks remain to us, Coalheart?”

“Nearly three hundred, Corrector.”

“Assemble them, quickly. It’s time we put an end to this. Our people had a choice: greatness or death. I only hope they can forgive Thumil for making their minds up for them.”

 




FORTY-THREE

Nameless leapt from the walkway and landed in a crouch at the foot of the ravine. The butt of the black axe struck rock on one side, the Shield of Warding on the other. A shock wave rolled across the ground, shook the walls, and echoed up through the levels. Gibunas shrieked and gibbered from the ledges.

He paused a second to listen.

Horns blasted, and a savage roar erupted from the mouth of a cave. One after another, dozens of baresarks poured from the opening, howling shrill, ululating cries.

Nameless waited until they were almost upon him, then lunged upright, cutting left and right with the axe. Two baresarks fell. A third crashed into him, but Nameless was an immovable object. A kick sent the baresark flying backward till he hit the ravine wall with a pulpy splat. An axe shattered against the Lich Lord’s armor. A hammer clanged from the shield. The Paxa Boraga rose and fell, slinging gore in its wake.

In a massive surge, the baresarks stampeded straight for Nameless. He set his feet, raised the shield, and braced against the oncoming tide with the strength of giants. Baresarks bounced off steel. Some clambered over the top of those in front. One found a headlock, gave his all to pull Nameless off balance, but the black axe spun itself into the air and split the baresark’s skull in two.

Nameless caught the axe on the return then powered into the horde, bashing with the shield, chopping, chopping, chopping. And then he saw something he’d never thought possible: the baresarks backed off, the rage in their eyes replaced by fear and uncertainty.

He stepped across mangled bodies toward them, but a second wave spilled out of the cave entrance, eyes rolled up into their heads, froth spewing from their mouths.

A score of Red Cloaks ran from a passage at the rear of the cave. They were deserters who’d not marched with the army. He saw Kaldwyn Gray among them, and the dwarf Thumil had assigned as Cordy’s bodyguard when they were married—Duck, he liked to be known as, on account of what he bellowed when he swung his mace. Duck was snug behind his massive shield and looked as rooted as a mountain.

For a moment, Nameless faltered.

More and more dwarves emerged from the cave, wielding all manner of improvised weapons: iron spikes, climbers’ pitons, mallets, clubs, bottles of beer. There were old men, old women, and youngsters among them.

At first, Nameless didn’t understand why they’d come out to face him, when all they could expect was death; but then he heard the crying of babies from the tunnel at the back of the cave, and the despairing wails of women.

He smiled inside the great helm.

They hadn’t expected so sudden an attack, and the caves must have been a dead end. Thumil, the great strategist, had trapped them.

And then Thumil showed himself. He pushed his way to the front of the defenders, every inch the heroic marshal in his golden helm and red cloak. He still had on the white robe of the Voice beneath his armor. He held a wavering sword in one hand, and a round shield was strapped to his other arm.

“Stop this, old friend,” Thumil said in a shaky voice. “For pity’s sake, stop.”

“Was it pity that made you abandon the army, Thumil? You heard what happened, I take it? You know they all died?”

Thumil staggered back as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Others dropped to their knees or let out keening moans.

They hadn’t known. It made telling them all the more sweet.

“They went through with it?” Thumil said. “But I told the generals to send to the Senate of Jeridium for help.”

“I’m sure you did.”

Suddenly, all eyes were turned toward the walkways above as ropes were played out over the edge, and Black Cloaks swarmed down them.

“No one left up top that we could find,” Coalheart said, as he dropped to the ground and approached.

The rest of the Svarks fanned out in a semicircle behind Nameless, nearly three hundred of Arx Gravis’s most deadly fighters, and yet, to his mind, they were redundant. He needed no help putting an end to these traitors.

“So, all the rats fled to the bottom, to the protection of good old Marshal Thumil,” Nameless said. “Well, Thumil, I have some bad news for you. News that will rival the bad news I had about the army. There is absolutely nothing any of you can do against me. You are completely at my mercy, and do you know what? After you reneged on your orders, after the attempt on my life, and now, after the complete and utter failure of the army, any mercy I might have had has shriveled up and died. Oh, by the way, speaking of the assassination attempt, where’s Shadrak?”

Thumil’s face went blank, and he said nothing.

The Black Cloaks advanced without Nameless ordering them to. He was about to say something, but then, he thought, why not? The idea of Thumil’s rebels realizing that each Black Cloak they took down was one step nearer to facing certain death at Nameless’s hands was faintly amusing.

A gurgling choke from behind made Nameless turn. At first, he couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Coalheart was flailing and twitching. A Black Cloak had a garrote around his neck and was straining to keep it tight. Coalheart’s eyes found Nameless’s through the great helm. He reached out a hand, fingers splayed. A violent spasm ran through his body, then he went rigid.

A roar went up from the baresarks. Thumil’s few remaining Red Cloaks clashed weapons on shields, and the double-crossing Svarks bore down on Nameless in a roiling black tide.

He abandoned himself to the Paxa Boraga’s power. Dark fire erupted in his mind, surged through his veins. He glided into the massed Svarks and brought the black axe to bear with the savagery of a hurricane.

Baresarks slammed into him from behind. He spun to meet them, windmilling the axe and shield in a furious dance of destruction. All around him, dwarves fell, and he mounted their piling bodies, reveling in the slaughter, ecstatic on the stench of blood.

Then, before he had even warmed up, he was left standing upon a mound of the dead as a handful of Svarks scattered for the closest buildings.

Of the Red Cloaks, only Kal, Duck, and Thumil were left alive. Duck’s shield was so dented, it was virtually turned inside out.

A few dozen baresarks backed away, bloodied, and nursing injuries that would have killed a normal dwarf.

But it was the normal dwarves who advanced next, grim-faced and knowing the futility of their last stand. But what could they do, with their children wailing in the cave behind them?

Nameless took a step toward them. Some flinched, but all stood their ground.

For a second, he hesitated. He saw it then. Saw the defiance, the honor, the sheer bloody-minded bravery that could have made these people dwarf lords, if only they’d remained loyal to him.

And then Cordy pushed her way through them, baby Marla screaming in her arms.

“Enough, you shogger!” she railed with such loathing, it drove Nameless back a step. “Leave!” she screamed as she advanced on him. “Shog off, you butcher! Just go!”

Thumil tried to pull her back, but she shrugged him off and came on.

“You kin-killing piece of scum,” Cordy spat. “Wasn’t it enough for you last time? What, you had to come back for more? Look around you, scut-breath. Look at what you’ve done. They’re dead. They’re all dead. But you’ll not kill my baby, you hear me? Or any of the other children back there.”

The black axe shot jolts of lightning through Nameless’s veins. In spite of himself, he drew it back.

Cordy gasped and turned away to shield baby Marla.

The axe scythed toward her neck.

Thumil darted in front.

Blood sprayed. Thunder cracked. Something pinged off the inside of the eye-slit. Sparks erupted, then swiftly died. Nameless blinked against flash-blindness.

He was dimly aware of a body dropping in front of him, something clattering and bouncing away. He heard Cordy scream. But it was movement on a distant ledge that caught his attention—the source of the thunder-crack:

Shadrak.

The assassin was lying face down on a low ledge, the barrel of a rifle aimed Nameless’s way. Even as Nameless spotted him, there was another retort, and a flash from the barrel. Air whistled, and Nameless swayed aside. The bullet hit the side of the great helm and ricocheted away.

Shadrak was up and running back along the ledge.

Nameless hurled the black axe with all the might of the giant’s gauntlets. The Paxa Boraga streaked across the intervening space like black lightning. It struck the ledge and rocks exploded.

Shadrak dived. His gun went flying. He hit the ground, rolled, and went on tumbling, until he was lost from sight behind a building.

The black axe spun back into Nameless’s hand. He started toward where he’d last seen the assassin, but Cordy slammed into him, screaming and cursing.

He swatted her away with the shield of warding. She cannoned into the ravine wall and slumped to the ground.

And then Nameless realized.

“Where’s the baby?” he cried. “Where’s my soul-daughter?”

His eyes came to rest on a headless corpse, red cloak like an extension of the blood pumping from the neck. His heart lurched. He panned the great helm till he saw what it was that had clattered and bounced:

Thumil’s head, still wearing his golden helm, face set in a death-mask of terror.

Duck and Kal ran to Cordy’s side. Duck helped Cordy to her feet, pulled her into a fierce hug. Kal bent down and came up with a blood-spattered bundle in his hands.

“No!” Cordy wailed as she saw her mangled child. “No!”

Nameless ran straight at her. “Look what you made me do!” he bellowed. He swept down the axe.

Duck got his shield in the way. He grunted and dropped to one knee. The axe struck again, and Duck was forced onto his back beneath the shield. Nameless drew back for a blow that would pulverize the shogger, leave him a splat at the center of a crater.

“Leave him!” Kal shouted, holding baby Marla’s blood-drenched corpse out like a talisman. “Back off, you evil shogger.”

Nameless froze. He couldn’t take his eyes from his soul-daughter.

Kal was trembling so much, he nearly dropped Marla. Cordy stepped in, took the child from him, and wailed away the last of her strength. She collapsed to her knees, gasping and sobbing.

Kal stood protectively over her. His eyes yelled accusation.

“You blame me?” Nameless said. “You shogging blame me?”

He singled out a dwarf wielding a miner’s spike. “Give me that!”

The dwarf didn’t dare move as Nameless snatched the spike in his shield arm, then strode toward Thumil’s severed head. He lay down the axe so he could grab the head.

“This is who you should blame.”

He drove the butt of the spike into the ground with such force, fissures webbed away through the rock. Then he rammed the head onto the spike.

He’d expected screams. Lots of screams. But no one made a sound. Even Cordy’s bawling had stopped.

He made a circle of Thumil’s staked head. “You chose him over me, Cordy. And you”—he addressed the rest of the dwarves—“you sided with him, a liar, a cheat, a betrayer worse even than Maldark.”

“No,” Cordy said, laying down her baby as she stood. “My husband did everything he could to save them. Thumil was the leader they wanted. The leader chosen by the Council. We reject you, Corrector. We reject you, Butcher. What more do you think you can do to us? Kill us? Go ahead? You’ve already killed everyone we care about. Go on, kill us!”

Nameless snatched up his axe and strode toward her.

Gunshots ripped out across the ravine floor. Bullets bounced off his armor.

Nameless whirled away from Cordy.

Shadrak was running toward him, flintlocks bucking in either hand.

Nameless charged.

The motley-clad dwarf, Stupid, rose up from the ground, as if it were a ghost-wall. A dazzling spray of brilliant colors burst from his palm and streaked outward in an expanding funnel. Instinctively, Nameless checked his charge, but before the kaleidoscopic attack reached him, it faltered, then swirled away into the Shield of Warding.

A bullet pinged off the great helm. Then another, and another.

Stupid sank back down through the rocky floor.

Nameless threw the axe. Shadrak swayed around it, still running, still firing. The axe looped behind him, shot toward his back. At the last instant, the assassin tumbled, and the axe passed over his head to slap back into Nameless’s palm.

Shadrak came up blasting, blasting, blasting, and then, within ten feet of Nameless, first one flintlock clicked, and then the other.

Shadrak flung them to the ground with a curse.

He was out of bullets.

Nameless laughed out loud. He struck the axe head against his shield as he advanced.

Shadrak just stood there. He’d run out of options—it was written all over his face. To his credit, the assassin didn’t even try to run. Not that it would have done him any good. It was a rare thing for the black axe to miss when thrown. It wouldn’t happen again.

Nameless crossed the space between them with brisk, unwavering steps, raised the axe—

Shadrak reached behind. His hand came back, aiming a stubby black pistol—his Thundershot. He lunged in, pressed the barrel into the eye-slit of the great helm, and fired.

Nameless’s head exploded.

Thunderclaps rolled over him in ever-increasing echoes. He saw Droom and Lukar, Cordy and Thumil. They were laughing. Drinking.

And then he was falling. The black dog’s maw leapt up at him, engulfed him. Light swirled away into a diminishing point, but just as it was about to wink away, power surged from the axe. Everything it had, it poured into his skull. It throbbed in his grasp, bucked and kicked. Answering surges of puissance poured from the gauntlets, the armor, the shield. They wove virulence around him, braided it into a twisted lance of blackness, then drove it between his eyes.

They were as much a part of him now as his lungs, his heart, his mind. He was bound to them, but they were also bound to him. And they gave everything they had to keep him alive.

His heart pumped shadows, not blood. Shadows that swelled to an irresistible pressure that continued to build.

The Lich Lord’s armor rattled and shook. The gauntlets pulsed upon his hands. The Shield of Warding began to warp and buckle.

The Paxa Boraga throbbed. Its haft swelled in his grip. It kicked and screeched and juddered.

And then it shattered into jagged shards of obsidian that dissolved into wisps of smoke.

The giant’s gauntlets sloughed away from Nameless’s hands as if they were made of oil. The Lich Lord’s armor melted into shadow, and the Shield of Warding crumbled into dust.

Finally, the ocras great helm cracked down the middle, then fell away, like the shell of a husked seed.

Nameless’s eyes opened on a misty haze.

He was on his back, and as his vision came into focus, he could see a gibuna hanging from the underside of a walkway high above.

Tension bled away from him, left his limbs heavy but blissfully relaxed, as though he’d soaked for an age in a hot tub.

The only thing that ruined it was the sound of someone bawling. He shut his eyes against the noise, and when he did, he saw a woman—a woman he was sure he’d seen in a painting. She was fair-haired but had Nameless’s hazel eyes. What he could see of her torso was chiseled granite. A strong woman, a fighting one.

And he knew her then for his mother, as depicted in the picture Droom had commissioned from Durgish Duffin.

Tears tracked down her cheeks, and she mouthed something to him. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought she said, “It’s over.”

 




FORTY-FOUR

Shadrak took aim at Nameless’s unprotected head. The dwarf’s beard was matted into clumps, and his skin was pale from being shut away from the suns.

Nameless stared up at him in shock and bewilderment.

“Laddie? What’s going on?”

He wore only a frayed gambeson and soiled britches. His boots were scuffed, the leather wrinkled. Angry welts encircled his wrists where the giant’s gauntlets had refused to be removed. It was the only proof they had ever existed. The Lich Lord’s armor, too, and the Shield of Warding: gone, as if they had been but conjurers’ tricks.

Without them, Nameless was just flesh and blood. Without them, he was vulnerable.

“Shadrak…” Stupid’s voice from behind. “It’s finished. Don’t let them kill him.”

Shadrak whirled around but only caught a glimpse of a crooked hat sinking beneath the rocky ground.

Cordy’s sobbing drew his eyes back the other way.

White-robed councilors were coming out of the cave mouth, leading children by the hand. There were women nursing babies, too. The dwarves assembled for their last stand parted to let the newcomers through.

A hawk-faced councilor—Grago—saw Nameless was down and yelled, “Finish him! Before it’s too late!”

A red-cloaked soldier helped a comrade to stand from beneath a battered shield.

“You two,” Grago said. “It is your duty. Do it!”

They started toward Nameless, and the mass of dwarves with tools for weapons followed like a lynch mob.

Shadrak switched his aim from Nameless to the crowd. They kept on coming. He let off a shot in the air, and they stopped. A long line fanned out across the ravine floor. Angry eyes flashed his way.

Nameless sat up and looked around dumbly.

The mob parted as Cordy came to the front with the bloody body of her baby clutched to her breast.

Realization flooded Nameless’s face.

“Oh, shog. Oh, shog. Oh, shog.” He let out a whimper that turned into a groan that grew into a wail of inconsolable torment.

Cordy advanced on him, and Nameless stared at her child, eyes wide with the horror of what he’d done.

Through the opening in the line of dwarves, Shadrak saw Thumil’s spiked head glaring at them.

Nameless saw it, too, and he threw himself face-first on the ground, sobbing and shuddering.

Cordy knelt in front of him, grabbed his hair and forced his head up. Made him stare at her baby.

He wailed and thrashed and screamed, but she wouldn’t let him look away.

“Enough!” Shadrak said.

But she was relentless.

Shadrak pointed the Thundershot at her. “I said enough!”

Cordy’s eyes spat fire at him. “It can never be enough,” she growled. “Never!”

She smashed Nameless’s head into the ground, then kicked him in the ribs.

“Get up!” she yelled. “Get up, you shogger! Finish what you started!”

“Cordy…” Nameless groaned. “Cordy…”

“It wasn’t him,” Shadrak said, his voice shrill and childlike. “It was the axe. It was the scutting axe.”

Cordy opened her arms, her baby hanging limply from one hand. “Kill me, shogger,” she said to Nameless. She kicked him in the head. “Kill me!”

“I’ll bloody kill you, if you don’t back off,” Shadrak said. The Thundershot wavered in his hand.

Cordy walked up until the barrel pressed against her head. “Go on, then. This scut’s already killed everything that was good about me. If he’s too pathetic to finish the job, then do it for him.”

Shadrak snapped his eyes shut. Kadee’s face was there waiting for him. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her chin trembled, and her eyes pleaded with him.

He lowered the gun.

“Fine,” Cordy said, turning away and striding back through the line of dwarves. She dropped to one knee beside her husband’s decapitated body and lay the baby on his chest. Gently, she lifted each of Thumil’s arms in turn and closed them around the tiny corpse of the child they’d had together.

“I gave you an order,” Grago yelled at the silently watching dwarves.

An elderly white-robe placed a hand on his shoulder. “Come, Grago. It’s finished.”

“No, Moary. No. It is not finished while the Butcher still breathes.”

Moary tightened his grip on Grago’s shoulder and pressed his face up close. “I said it’s finished.”

Grago opened his mouth to protest but changed his mind and strode away.

Cordy stood and came back toward Shadrak and Nameless. This time, it wasn’t her baby she held, it was a book.

Nameless pushed himself to his knees and watched her approach as if she were his executioner.

She came to a halt in front of him. Her eyes were narrowed to seething slits of hatred. She struck him in the face with the book, then dropped it on the ground. A violent shudder threatened to unbalance her, but she clenched her fists and turned away. She stumbled, then walked, then ran through the crowd and headed for the ladders leading up from the base of the ravine.

The two surviving Red Cloaks looked at each other then ran after her.

“Cordy, the baby,” one of them cried. “Thumil.”

But Cordy reached a ladder and started climbing without a single look back.

Councilor Moary cast his rheumy eyes over Nameless, closed them a moment, then said, “Councilors, dwarves of Arx Gravis, we must leave this place. Leave and never come back.”

He took a shuddering breath, then turned and started to shepherd the remnants of his people toward the ladders.

Shadrak looked to Nameless for a reaction, but there was none. Nameless remained on his knees, staring at the book Cordy had dumped in front of him.

“It was Thumil’s,” he muttered. “Thumil’s.”

“Nameless,” Shadrak said. “They’re leaving.”

“Thumil’s,” Nameless said again.

“Nameless…”

“It was Thumil’s.”

Shadrak’s eyes found the impaled head once more. It seemed to him it shed tears of blood for the bodies heaped around it in mangled piles.

The floor of the ravine was slick with gore. Streams of crimson came together in an oozing lake. The stench was suddenly overpowering.

Shadrak gagged. No matter how many times he’d killed, how much death he’d seen, nothing could have prepared him for this; and now it was all over, now his body was starting to stand down, he was overcome with the true horror of all that had transpired.

His guts twisted and he vomited. He staggered away from Nameless and went on heaving till nothing else would come up.

And still Nameless stared dumbly at Thumil’s book, muttering his friend’s name over and over, as if it could undo all that he’d done.

As the dwarves continued their exodus from the ravine that had housed them for untold centuries, Shadrak turned on his heel and ran toward the lake, where the lore craft waited just below the surface.

As he waded out into the waters, a wailing cry echoed out across the ravine floor, and he knew without a doubt Nameless was as lost to the world as the damned screaming away eternity in the Abyss.

 




FORTY-FIVE

Six levels of the city Nameless carried baby Marla, all the way to the sixteenth he used to call home. The trees of the Sward, where he and Lukar had played as children, were no more than a brooding presence at the fringes of his awareness. The tinkling waters of Lord’s Fountain seemed to him a sonorous death knell.

He found a spot beneath a juniper bush in Tranquility Park, set Marla down, and began to dig away at the loamy earth with one of the broken halves of his ma’s ocras helm.

An hour he dug. Maybe more. But still it was not deep enough. He climbed into the hole he’d made and scooped out loose soil with his hands till he hit the rock beneath. Satisfied at last, he reached up for the baby and lay her gently to rest.

But he wasn’t finished yet.

He headed back to the floor of the ravine, back to the heaped and bloodied corpses. Back to Thumil’s headless body. He dragged it to the end of a rope the Svarks had left trailing from the walkway above. He took his time securing it, then went back for the head.

Thumil stared at him with dead eyes. Gore dripped from the stump of his neck and ran down the spike it was impaled upon. Nameless licked his lips and reached for the head, drew back his hand. All he saw in his old friend’s blank gaze was accusation, and the promise that Nameless would never forget what he’d done, never be free of its stain.

He turned away and ran for one of the ladders that led up. When he made the walkway, he hauled up the body, unbound the rope, and hoisted Thumil to his shoulder.

It felt like his kneecaps were riddled with shards of glass as he climbed the steps around the Aorta. The sweat soaking his gambeson dyed the fabric pink from all the accumulated blood. But he refused to rest, even when he reached the sixteenth once more and began the long, slow walk to the grave he’d prepared.

He lowered Thumil into the hole, then climbed back in to return baby Marla to her father’s cold embrace.

By the time he’d covered the bodies with dirt, the suns were going down, leaving the ravine in a limbo of half-light.

He sat by the graveside and thumbed through the pages of the book Cordy had left him: Thumil’s Lek Vae. There was very little within he understood. The death of Old Dwarvish as a language suddenly felt like a portent of the fate that awaited the survivors of his race, the few hundred who had fled from the site of the slaughter, and from the butcher they had left alive.

He closed the book and made his own wordless prayer of tears that seemed like they would never cease. But eventually, even the fullest of wells runs dry, and when he was reduced to dry sobs and heaves, he stood and made his way to Lem Starkle’s smithy.

He’d seen what the upper-lands had to offer, seen how wondrous and how terrible they could be. But the dwarves of Arx Gravis hadn’t left the ravine in a millennium. They would be prey to the people and beasts of Medryn-Tha.

He entered the forge and found himself a sturdy double-bladed axe, tested it for balance.

Well, he was going to make sure the last of the dwarves survived. And then he would show them it was safe to return home, even if that meant they had to kill him first.

 




EPILOGUE

As Raphoe disappeared below the horizon and plunged the world into a darkness broken only by the two smaller moons and a smattering of stars, Buck Fargin parked his covered wagon in the shadow of Jeridium’s walls. He jumped down from the driver’s seat and checked on his boy, Nils, who was lightly snoring in the back. The lad had wanted more involvement now Buck was boss of the Night Hawks, but already he was proving a waste of space, no better than his useless cow of a mother.

Still, if the dwarf was as good as his word, there’d be plenty of work for the lad to do, packing the wagon with a shitload of merchandise fresh from the ravine city.

If it had been anyone else, Buck would have let Big Jake or one of the others handle the transaction; but the dwarf was a mate of Shadrak’s. Or at least he had been. No one had seen the former guild lord since he’d killed the newly elected First Senator and fled the city. But Buck felt he owed him, all the same. It was Shadrak who’d arranged for him to take charge in the event of just such a crisis.

Bang on time, the dwarf emerged from the night, leading a heavily laden ravine goat.

“You got the stuff?” Buck said.

The stench that preceded the dwarf on the breeze was rank: stale sweat and blood.

The dwarf handed him the rope he led the goat with.

“Ocras mining tools, laddie. Should fetch you a fortune in the markets.”

“You ain’t kidding,” Buck said, checking the bundles on the goat’s back to make sure it was all there.

“Did you find them?” the dwarf asked.

“It weren’t easy,” Buck said. “They’re doing everything to cover their tracks. No wonder you lost them. Couple of my boys picked up the trail past Brink. You ask me, they’re heading toward the brigand settlements. I can only imagine what sort of greeting a few hundred homeless dwarves are gonna get there.”

“Brigands?”

“All the scum that overflows from Malfen. You know, the shithole gateway to Cerreth.”

“You think that’s where they’re heading? Into the land of nightmares?”

“If they are,” Buck said, “they’re screwed. But look, mate, you ain’t paying me to stand about talking. You got your news, I got my ocras tools. Nice doing business with you.”

The dwarf lurched toward him. The cloth-wrapped head of an axe poked up over one shoulder. He had on a bulging backpack that clinked when he moved.

“Take me there, laddie, to these brigand settlements.”

“That’ll cost you extra.”

The dwarf closed in on him. “I’ve already paid you more than enough.”

Buck licked his lips and took a step back, leading the goat with him. His heart was thudding in his chest, and his bladder was suddenly full to bursting. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Now,” the dwarf said.

“Yes, of course. Now.”

Buck rubbed his chin, racking his brains for a plan. There was no way he was going out to the brigand settlements. Last time he’d done that, he’d almost been given his fruits to wear as a necklace. They were hard people out there, not the kind he wanted to mess with again.

He thought about who he could send from the guild, but they’d want far too much in the way of payment. It would eat up most of his profits.

And then a thought occurred to him. He turned and looked back at the wagon, then handed the dwarf the rope that held the goat.

“Hold on. I’ll be right back.”

He climbed into the wagon bed and shook his boy awake. It was about time the good-for-nothing little runt made himself useful.

“Nils, get up, you lazy toe-rag. I’ve got a job for you.”

 




The story continues in…

SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:
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BOOK FOUR

LAND OF NIGHTMARE
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