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SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF

Book Four

LAND OF NIGHTMARE

Alone, bereft, and unable to forgive himself for the slaughter at the ravine, the Nameless Dwarf swears to do one last thing, even if it kills him:

With Nils Fargin, the son of a Jeridium guild lord as his guide, Nameless pursues the survivors among the dwarves, hoping to convince them that the curse of the Black Axe has been lifted from him and they are safe to return home.

The trail leads to the town of Malfen—a nest of cutthroats and the gateway to Cerreth, the Land of Nightmare, which would be suicide for the dwarves to enter.

Nameless and Nils join forces with a shapeshifting assassin and a sorcerer under the sway of a dubious magical grimoire for the hazardous journey into Cerreth. It soon becomes apparent their new companions have agendas of their own.

With threats from within and horror on every side, Nameless knows that time is running out for his people. The only surprise is that they have lasted so long.

But new hope awaits him in a city beneath the waves—if he can first survive the unstoppable evil that destroyed the dwarf lords of old.
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PART ONE

THE ANT-MAN OF MALFEN

 




ONE

NILS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Steady there,” a husky voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ale—”

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

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

“Buy you a drink?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hardly,” Nils took a sip and did his best not to wince at the bitter taste. “I’m up from Jeridium on a job.”

He watched her closely to gauge the reaction.

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

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

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

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

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

“Portis.” A shadow passed behind her eyes, and for an instant her focus turned inwards. She looked away across the room. “Listen, I’ve got things to do,” she said. “Enjoy your drink, and don’t go waving that money about anymore.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Clear sight,” Brau went on. “Take the example of our friend, Ilesa. Your brain was addled by the size of her breasts, am I right?”

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

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

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

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

Nils frowned his lack of understanding.

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

“Shame,” one of the heavies said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Brau sat up and steepled his fingers before him on the table. “Really? And who is this client of yours?”

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

Brau’s eyes narrowed. “Did he now?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Attention to what?”

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

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

Nils nodded.

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

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

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

Nils shook his head. “I’m sorry?”

The three heavies pushed back their chairs and stood.

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

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

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

“But—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you want us to sort him, boss?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tell me,” Brau said to the dwarf, “why is it you have no name?”

The dwarf accepted another drink from the barmaid, who’d had the foresight to bring a huge pitcher to the table. She glanced at Brau, and he nodded. “You’ve heard of the Paxa Boraga?” he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So, what do we call you?” Brau said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Danton rubbed his chin and then his eyes lit up. “There are two of them,” he said. “Might get a silver.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 




TWO

NAMELESS

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

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

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

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

Where would it have ended? Would he have slaughtered everything in Medryn-Tha? Would he have carved up the lunatic lands of Cerreth?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nameless groaned and tried to tear his thoughts away from the atrocities he’d committed with the axe. The grisly revenant of Thumil’s spitted head ghosted behind his eyelids, silently yelling accusation. Thumil had been his mentor, his friend; the Marshal of the Ravine Guard, and for a brief while, Voice of the Council of Twelve.

He removed the sundered great helm from his pack and then pulled out a book with a supple leather cover. It had belonged to Thumil.

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

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

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

He scanned the Old Dwarven words, looking for some sort of guidance. Nameless’s Old Dwarven was patchy, to say the least. He’d picked up most of it from his brother Lukar.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Action is what was needed.

Nameless dropped the blade.

Decisiveness. A course to follow.

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

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

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

 




THREE

NILS

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

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

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

Perhaps he should have gone with the dwarf after all.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not finished eating,” Nils said.

“Half now, half when we get to Malfen.”

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

 




FOUR

SILAS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Against the most sacred prohibitions of the Academy, Silas had used the skills he’d acquired in his youth to break into the labyrinthine scriptorium in the basement, where all the forbidden manuscripts were preserved: the records of the mad sorcerer, Sektis Gandaw; the Chronicles of the Dwarf Lords of Arnoch, the mythical lost city that had preceded Arx Gravis; the Testimonies of the Early Settlers, the people who’d been brought to Medryn-Tha by Sektis Gandaw’s faen accomplices; and the Journals of Skeyr Magnus, the half-breed who’d stolen secrets from the Mountain of Ocras and sought to rival the mad sorcerer’s knowledge of the lore of the faen. During a confrontation with the Senate a couple of years back, Magnus had been killed by one of his own contraptions.

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

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

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

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

“What will you do?” Nils asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finding out about Blightey had proven more or less impossible. As Silas had learned from the diary portions of the book, Blightey was not from Medryn-Tha. He came from a remote land on the fringes of the Vanatusian Empire, so he claimed. On several occasions, he had trodden the paths of the Abyss, and once emerged from the pit of Aranuin into Cerreth. He’d left his staff there, planted in the loam of nightmares to await the coming of someone he called ‘The Worthy’.

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

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

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

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

“What’s that?” Silas asked, pointing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Trying to sneak in under cover of darkness?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shent?” Silas whispered.

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

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

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

 




FIVE

NAMELESS

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

“Beard as well, d’you say?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t travel at all, if you ask me. Not much call for it here.”

The barber stepped back in front, wiping the blade on his apron. His eyes glinted like fool’s gold, his face unnaturally long and pallid in the lantern-light. “Hope you don’t mind me asking, but nobody comes to Malfen unless they have to. What did you do?” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Kill someone?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You got anything else of mine, laddie?”

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

Nameless glowered.

The barber buried his head in his hands.

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

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

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

“Uh?”

“Nothing I owe you?”

“Uh, no.”

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

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

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

“You a fighter?” Nameless said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The barber looked blankly from Venn to Carl.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Venn put a hand on his shoulder.

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

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

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

A sly look passed between Carl and Venn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Venn shot Nameless an evil smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 




SIX

SILAS

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

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

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

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

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

“Not so smug now,” the lean one said.

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

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

“Wake up!” Silas hissed.

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

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

“Quiet,” Silas said.

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

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

“Neither.”

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s your plan?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A dwarf.” Shent wriggled his fingers before Nameless’ face. “A fellow victim.” He reached out to stroke Nameless’ cheek. “One of Sektis Gandaw’s creatures.”

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

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

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

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

The dwarf snorted contemptuously. “And what were you made for, talking nonsense?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I seek your counsel.”

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

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

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

Silas sucked in his top lip and bobbed his head.

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

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

“And what can you do?”

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

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

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

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

“But not for you,” Nameless said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Shent started to turn away.

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

Shent stiffened.

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

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

Shent roared and leapt at the dwarf.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 




SEVEN

NAMELESS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The axe swept down, and Shent was still.

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

“Bravely done, my friend.”

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

“You survived, then,” Nameless said.

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

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

Nameless snarled and stepped back.

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s where they fled. My people.”

“And you wish to find them?”

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

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

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

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

“Meaning?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Malfen’s a unique place,” Silas said. “It’s sort of where our world ends and the Daeg’s begins. The threshold between sanity and madness. Just think, one step the other side of Malfen and we’re in the nightmare realm of Cerreth.”

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

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

“Taverns?”

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

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

“I’ll do my best.”

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

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

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

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

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

“You going to wear that?”

A dead man’s armor? A dead dwarf’s?

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shent let you go, did he?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That all you—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Eh?”

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

“I can hardly wait.”

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

 




EIGHT

NILS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” Nils said. “In there.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nils felt powerless to do anything but obey.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nils shook his head. “No way.”

Nameless raised an eyebrow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ilesa,” Nils said.

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

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

“Would you like me to?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nils scoffed. “You gotta be having a—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 




PART TWO

THE AXE OF THE DWARF LORDS

 




NINE

NILS

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

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

“Seems to be working,” Ilesa stage-whispered. “They’re wandering off.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shut… up,” Ilesa hissed.

“Shut up yourself, you—” Nils threw himself facedown in the shite, cursing himself for a stupid numbskull. A bunch of zombies had near enough crept up on him, and all because he and the bitch couldn’t stop arguing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ilesa’s thumb and forefinger fumbled about in her mouth and came away with a pink-stained tooth. She’d only half drawn her sword when the zombies surged over her, and she went down screaming.

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

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

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

Where the shog were Nameless and Silas?

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

 




TEN

NAMELESS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Witch!” he exclaimed.

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank goodness,” Silas said, rattling his chains. “Another minute and she’d have—”

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

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

Nameless held up a rigid finger like a chastising father.

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

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

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

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

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

The mage looked away nonchalantly.

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

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

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

 




ELEVEN

ILESA

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She lunged in and severed the zombie’s hand.

Nils scrabbled back on his arse.

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

“Welcome. You any good with that thing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Shog Brau and his plans. Shog his money.

“Shoggers!” she roared.

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

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

 




TWELVE

SILAS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 




THIRTEEN

NAMELESS

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

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

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

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

“This ol’ dwarf came rolling home.”

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

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

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

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

“What the shog?”

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

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

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

He backed toward the voice, stumbled and nearly fell.

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

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

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

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

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

“Nameless!”—Nils.

“Nameless!”—Ilesa.

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

His victims.

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

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

A crack of thunder.

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

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

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

“But Nameless…”—The lad, Nils.

“Forget him.”—Ilesa. “Come on!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I remember,” Nameless mumbled.

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

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

 




FOURTEEN

NILS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t mention it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Whatever.”

“It shogging was, I tell you. Silas—”

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

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

“Shog off,” Nils said. “Credit me with some taste.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Ilesa said.

“Least I don’t abandon my friends.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

That shut her up. She just looked down at her dagger and twisted it in the earth. A heavy silence ensued, the only sounds the crackling of the flames, the spitting of fat, and the drum, drum, drum of Silas’s fingers on his satchel.

Finally, Silas sighed and took out the tome. He wetted his lips, drew in a deep breath, and began to leaf through the thick pages.

Nils glanced at Ilesa out of the corner of his eye, but she had her head turned away, chin tilted to the sky, looking for all the world like she was lost in thought.

Ain’t no fury like a woman slighted, Dad used to say. Nils reckoned he would’ve been right about this one. The thought of her sticking him while he slept gave him the jitters.

“What’s that, then?” He shuffled closer to Silas and peered at the open page.

Silas narrowed his eyes and held the book out to him. “See for yourself.”

Nils recognized some of the letters but couldn’t make no words out of them. There were strange squiggles, too, and odd pictures made up of lines and numbers. “Can’t read,” he said in a low voice, trusting Ilesa wouldn’t hear.

“Not at all?”

“Dad couldn’t see no use for it.”

“No use? But I thought you said your father was—”

“Boss of the Night Hawks. Yeah, he is. That stunted little freak Shadrak made him up just before he cleared off.”

“Shadrak the Unseen?”

“That’s him. You know him?”

“Heard of him.” Silas closed the book and let it rest on his lap while he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “What’s he like, this dad of yours?”

“Top man in the guild. Reckon everyone knows him, and everyone respects him.”

Silas fixed Nils with an unnerving stare. His pupils had swollen to black pits that made Nils want to look away, in case he saw something he didn’t want to see.

Suddenly, Silas was racked with coughing. He put his fist to his mouth, and when he stilled, there were dark flecks on the back of his hand.

“A man…” Silas coughed again, this time to clear his throat. “Man who doesn’t see the use of reading and writing…” He shook his head. “What kind of man is that?”

Nils felt his hackles rising. He was about to give Silas a piece of his mind, but the wizard raised a hand and went on.

“Didn’t you ever want to learn? I mean, haven’t you ever seen a book or a letter and wondered what it says?”

Nils racked his brains. None of the kids in the neighborhood could read, and books weren’t things you came across that much. Except at the school, that is, but he’d only been there a few short weeks, and Magistra Archyr hadn’t exactly been the most patient teacher.

“Reckon it’s enough to write my own name. Beyond that, don’t see no need for it. People that read too much go soft in the head, my dad says. It’s all just someone else’s ideas. Reckon I got enough of my own.”

Silas fished about in his pocket and produced a slim black tube flecked with green.

“That ocras?” Nils bent forward to take a closer look.

“From the mines outside Arx Gravis,” Silas said. “Had it made by a mage called Magwitch the Meddler according to some instructions I found in the Academy’s scriptorium. You’ve seen a quill, right? Well, this does the same thing, only you don’t need to keep dipping it in ink. It’s called a pen.”

“Must’ve cost an arm and a leg,” Nils said. “What with it being ocras and all.” Not to mention being made by Magwitch. Probably cost the other arm and the other leg, too, from what Nils had heard.

“It’s yours.” Silas tossed it to him. “If you can write your name for me.”

Silas reached inside his long coat and drew out a leather-bound notepad, like the sort Crapstan the Money used as a ledger for keeping track of the guild’s merchandise. “Here, write it on the flyleaf.”

Nils took the book and opened it with shaky fingers. “Well, I don’t know about…”

He watched as Ilesa rose from her spot by the tree and prodded Nameless with her boot. The dwarf groaned but remained perfectly still. She sat beside him and pressed her fingers to his neck, tilting her head to one side as if listening.

“Go on,” Silas said. “It’s all right if you’ve forgotten.”

“Look, mate,” Nils said. “I don’t know what your game is, but I don’t need no help with writing. I told you—”

“Write it,” Silas said.

Nils swallowed and pressed the pen to the paper. He glanced up at Silas and then made his mark as swiftly and confidently as he could. Silas turned the book round so he could see.

“Is that what you want me to call you from now on?”

Nils felt his cheeks flush again. “What’s wrong with it?”

Silas gave a good-natured chuckle and turned the book back for Nils to read. “It says Mills Farting.”

Nils shut the book. “No it don’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because…” Nils started and then saw where this was going. “I spelled it how Magistra Archyr showed me, all right. If you don’t like it, take it up with her.”

Silas reached over and put his hand on Nils’s arm. “You’re right, Nils. It didn’t say ‘Farting.’ I was just trying to make a point. It could have said that, and you’d never have known.”

“I—”

“Would you?”

Nils dropped his chin to his chest. “No.”

Silas’s gaze wandered toward Ilesa and Nameless.

Nils craned his neck to see. Ilesa had her hand inside Nameless’s chainmail and appeared to be rubbing his chest.

“You did spell it ‘Mils,’ though. My point is, if you’re going to get on in the underworld, you need to be able to read and write, otherwise how are you going to know when you’re being duped?”

Nils nodded, all the while watching what Ilesa was doing. “Too late to learn now,” he said as she undid Nameless’s belt.

“It’s never too late,” Silas said. “Let me teach you. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s illiteracy in a grown man.”

Grown man? That’s something Nils hadn’t been called before. The sound of it made his chest swell. “Well, if you don’t take the piss—Hey, what you doing? Get your hand out of his britches.”

Ilesa gave him a sultry smile. “I’m trying to rouse him. In case you two scholars haven’t noticed, he’s not moved an inch since we brought him here.”

Silas stood and went to frown down at Nameless. “Touching to see you’re so caring all of a sudden.”

“Like you can talk,” she said. “Back there, you were just as ready to leave him behind as I was.”

“So. Can’t save everyone, you know. You could at least show some gratitude for me saving you from having your guts ripped out like a string of sausages.”

Ilesa turned her cattish eyes on him. “Yes, I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. How come a half-rate sorcerer who whines about magicking up a bit of food can cast a spell strong enough to blow a hole through all those zombies?”

“Book,” Nameless mumbled, as if in his sleep.

Nils got up and went to him, turning the dwarf’s face from side to side and peering into his eyes. Nameless blinked, and his lips parted. They were dry and cracked.

“Water,” Nils said. “He needs water.”

Nameless muttered something. Nils bent closer so that he could hear.

“What was that?”

“Shog… water.”

Silas clapped his hands, and a huge tankard with a great head of froth appeared in them. “I think I know what he wants.”

He went down on one knee, held Nameless’s head up, and put the tankard to his lips. The dwarf’s tongue dipped into the froth.

“Mmm,” he grunted, and then took a sip. The sip became a glug, and then he pulled the tankard away from Silas and poured the contents all over his face, lapping up as much as he could.

“More!” he growled, and Silas produced another tankard out of thin air. Nameless sat up and downed the whole lot in one go. He let out a burp and then raised one bushy eyebrow at Ilesa.

“It’s all right, lassie. You can let go of my dwarfhood now.”

“What?”

Nameless nodded to his groin.

“Oh, I was just—”

“Aye, lassie, I know, but you’ll have to wait your turn.” A shadow seemed to cross his face then, and he looked deeply into the empty tankard. “How’s the magic holding up, laddie?”

“Need to take it easy,” Silas said. “I’ve used a lot of power already today.”

“I know,” the dwarf said. “Maybe more than you should have.” He gave Silas a lingering look.

“I don’t—” Silas began.

“I’ve seen dark things in my time,” Nameless said. “Darker than you can imagine. Just make sure you aren’t getting into something you can’t handle.”

Silas’s cheek twitched, and he looked like he was going to say something, but then turned away toward the milky face of Raphoe. When he turned back, there was something close to frenzy in his eyes, but then he blinked, and it was gone as quickly as it had come.

Nils didn’t like the atmosphere one bit. “Silas is gonna teach me to read,” he said, offering his hand to Nameless. The dwarf gripped his forearm so hard, Nils thought he might break a bone.

“Mixed blessing, if you ask me,” Nameless said, struggling to his feet. “Course, it depends on what you plan to read.” He shot a look at Silas before turning his gaze on Ilesa. It was a hard look he gave her, one that had her take a step back. “Lassie, lassie,” he said. “We’re all friends here.”

Ilesa forced a weak smile. Nils wondered how much of their earlier conversation the dwarf had heard. Just because he’d been lying there so still didn’t mean—

Nameless clapped him on the back so hard, Nils nearly coughed his guts up. “Proud of you, laddie. Mighty proud. Always said there was honor among thieves. Now, tell me”—he gave Ilesa a beaming smile and then turned it on Silas—“what’s all the fuss about this place? Land of Nightmare, my axe! I think I’m beginning to like it here.”

The dwarf’s hands went to his cheeks, and his eyes opened wide. “Where is my axe?”

“You dropped—” Nils started to say.

“I dropped it,” Nameless said. “Anyone fancy a ramble back to see if we can find it?”

Deathly silence.

“No? Oh, well, best press on then, assuming you’re ready to go?”

“Shouldn’t we wait until daybreak?” Silas asked sheepishly.

“Already here,” Nameless said, pointing at the twin suns on the horizon, where the three moons were sinking so quickly, it seemed their strings had been cut.

“The Daeg dreams darkly, don’t they say?” Nameless set off toward the red and purple ribbons streaming across the brightening sky. “But maybe he’s not so troubled, after all. If I’m not very much mistaken, Cerreth is going to do me the world of good. World of good, I tell you. Oh, and laddie”—Nameless beckoned Nils over—“ignore what I just said. Take this chance to learn your letters. Never did me any harm. Here, you can have this.”

The dwarf unshouldered his pack and dug around inside, pulling out a black leather book. “It belonged to an old friend.” He gazed off into the distance, as if remembering. There was a film of moisture over his eyes. “It’s beyond me,” Nameless said. “Maybe you’ll have more luck. And between you and me”—he leaned in close to whisper—“it won’t do your teacher any harm to have a change of subject matter.”

“What’s it about?” Nils asked, trying to work out the title on the cover.

“Gods and the like.” Nameless gave a bit of a shrug. “Love and peace, and a surprising amount of smiting.”

“Oh.” Nils turned up his nose.

“Don’t rubbish what you’ve not tried.”

 




FIFTEEN

NAMELESS

The suns came up like a pair of malevolent eyes, retaining their crimson hue even at their zenith. Grey clouds processed in front of them, misshapen islands floating in the cobalt sky.

The paralysis had left Nameless’s limbs and retreated to the edges of his mind, where it still lurked like the darkness at the edge of a campfire. He refused to give it quarter, though. His black dog moods were an enemy he couldn’t face head on, but he’d found they didn’t take too well to being ignored. He may not have been in the best of spirits, but experience had taught him that manufactured jollity had a way of duping him into the real thing.

He forced a grin as broad as a barn and set a brisk pace, all the while humming a jaunty ditty he’d picked up in Bucknard’s Beer Hall, back when there were still dwarves in Arx Gravis.

The thick green foliage they’d been traipsing through suddenly passed like smoke on the breeze and left them without warning atop a precipitous cliff above a roiling sea. White horses frothed toward a rocky beach hundreds of feet below, and here and there violent eddies and swirls sprang up with the randomness of pure chaos.

Nils let out a gasp and pointed at the huge cloak-like rays skimming beneath the waves. Nameless followed his finger to where half a dozen black dorsal fins basked close to the shore.

Silas was wheezing from exertion and coughing into a pink-stained handkerchief.

Ilesa stood apart from the group, sullen in her dusky beauty. Her satin hair was whipped up by a gust of wind, and she looked to Nameless as full of elemental ire as one of the wailing spirits his pa Droom had told spooky stories about.

He’d heard everything they’d said back at the camp. His body might have been frozen by the dark sorcery of his mood, but there had been nothing wrong with his hearing. Still, he told himself, lest he wandered down that precarious path, she owed him no loyalty. She was what she was, same as Silas.

“So, what’s the plan?” Silas said between coughs. “Because I’d sooner we found another route. This sea air is killing me.”

“Maybe you should consult that book of yours,” Nameless said. “See if you can divine our passage.”

“It’s not that kind of book.”

“No, I figured that. So, unless anyone has a better idea, I say we fill our lungs with salty air and see what’s on the other side of these cliffs.”

Nameless turned and took a few jogging steps, making sure to lift his knees high and pump his arms. He abruptly stopped and made a show of looking past Nils and Silas to Ilesa.

“Unless, of course, you have anything to add, lassie.”

Ilesa pulled her hair back from her face and tied it with a black ribbon. “Like I said, there are no maps. All we have to go on is hearsay.”

“But you’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

She nodded, chewing her bottom lip. “Came here once or twice with Brau. Got as far as the village we left behind—Ceredoc, they call it. There were people there then. Ordinary folk we used to do business with. Course, we had to pay a fee to Shent, but it was good trade, nonetheless.”

Nils stepped back from the edge, eyes full of wonder at the creatures he’d been spying on in the waters below. “What do you suppose happened to them?”

“Brau said he’d been beyond the village on a couple of occasions,” Ilesa said. “Told me there was some kind of plague that turned people into zombies. Last I heard, the villagers were planning to uproot and move elsewhere. Guess they left it too late.”

“Good of you to tell us,” Silas said, wiping his mouth and thrusting the handkerchief in his coat pocket.

“Didn’t think it was going to be a problem.”

Nameless caught her eye, tried to read her, but found her as inscrutable as Silas’s grimoire. “Anything else we should know, lassie, before we get ourselves neck deep in any more of the dung of Mananoc?”

“Actually, it’s the Daeg’s—his bastard son,” Silas said.

“Doesn’t matter which shogger’s doing the dreaming. I just want to be forewarned.”

Ilesa held out her palms. “Ceredoc was as far as I got before. This is as new to me as it is to you. That’s all I know. Really.”

“Good enough for me,” Nameless said, turning his face to the chill wind gusting down the trail and wishing he’d not shaved his beard.

“But you didn’t hear what she said back there,” Nils said. “Back at the village.”

“Did,” Nameless said.

“You could hear?” Silas said, struggling alongside him. “Even at the camp?”

“Aye.”

Silas put a hand on his shoulder. “Nameless, wait up. I think I ought to clarify—”

“No harm done, laddie.” Nameless gave him a pat on the hand. “All just doing the best we can.”

Nameless continued along the clifftop path. He’d taken no more than a dozen steps, when he felt a wave of vertigo. He swooned, and found himself mere inches from the edge, whereas a moment ago he could have sworn it was feet.

“What the Abyss just happened?” Silas called out, making his tentative way toward Nameless in a diagonal path that took him away from the precipice. Nils and Ilesa had felt it, too, by the looks of it, and were stepping warily in Silas’s footsteps.

“Rock fall?” Nameless wondered out loud. Nonsense, of course, for he’d heard nothing, seen nothing.

“This don’t feel right,” Nils said, eyeing the cliff edge with suspicion. “It’s got the stink of magic about it.”

“Or dreams,” Ilesa said. “That’s what this place is, isn’t it? The Land of Nightmares? This sort of thing happens in dreams all the time.”

Nameless gave her a worried frown. “Not mine. If the Daeg had half my imagination, we’d be on our fifth round by now. What about your dreams, laddie?” He shot a look at Nils. “No, on second thoughts, best not answer that.”

Nils reddened, and Nameless reached over to slap him on the shoulder. “Just joshing, laddie. Keeping the spirits up. Come on. If we back away from the edge…”

The words died in his throat. Behind them, where there should have been endless greensward, there was now rough sea. The cliff was no more than a narrow strip of rock hundreds of feet above the raging waters.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Nils said, and promptly was.

Nameless looked down at his boots. There was barely a couple of feet to the edge either side. It might not have been too big a problem, had it not been for the wind, which was picking up, skirling around them with a whistling howl.

“We need to keep moving,” Ilesa said, ushering the others ahead of her. “Make it to the far side.”

She pointed in the direction Nameless had been leading them. Whereas before there had been no end in sight, now there was a freestanding wooden gate in the near distance, and a massive figure loomed on the other side of it.

Nameless squinted but could make out little, other than it was humanoid and very large.

“What is that?” Silas spoke so close Nameless could smell the rankness of his breath—coppery and pungent, like a wound turned bad.

“Giant?” Nameless wondered out loud. He winced at the recollection of the fire giant Sartis’s ruined head, after he’d pummeled it in a blind fury. If he didn’t shut the memory down right away, he’d be on a slippery slope to the black dog’s kennel. “Let’s go and ask.”

Before he could move, a chunk of earth broke away, and he slid toward the edge.

“Shog!” he cried, flailing about and hoping someone would grab his hand.

No one did, and the next instant he was plunging head over heels toward the hungry sea.
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Nameless!” Nils screamed.

He shuffled forward, but soil and rock were still crumbling from the edge, and Silas was in his way.

“Why didn’t you grab him?” Nils asked the wizard. “You could’ve caught him?”

Silas turned to Ilesa, spread his palms. “Happened too fast. You saw, didn’t you? There was no time.”

“I saw,” Ilesa said. She moved along the path a little way so she could approach the edge and look over. She stared down at the sea for a long time, like she was considering something. “There was no time,” she said with a sigh. “Nothing you could have done.”

“Bollocks,” Nils said. His mouth was full of the snot dripping from his nose, and there were tears streaming down his cheeks. He felt too angry to be ashamed about it, though. Too scared. “So, what are we gonna do now, huh? What the shog are we gonna do?”

“Press on,” Silas said.

“Go back,” Ilesa said at the same time.

Nils wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Don’t see no point staying out here without Nameless. Thought finding the dwarves was what this was all about.”

“Then you thought wrong,” Silas said. “There were always other considerations, only you never thought to ask. You two do what you like. I’m going to speak to the giant.”

Nils didn’t like the look of the looming presence one little bit. “Rather you than me, mate. I’m off. Coming?” he asked Ilesa.

She didn’t look right. Her forehead was beaded with sweat, and she’d turned a sickly grey. “Yeah, I’m coming.”

“You all right?” Nils said. “Only, you don’t look—”

“I’m fine,” she said, shooting a glare at Silas. “Least I will be when we get back to Malfen. Don’t look so good yourself.”

Nils had been too shocked to notice. Seeing Nameless plunge over the edge had cut him deep. Not that he gave a stuff about the dwarf, he told himself. It was just… just shocking, is what it was. He put the back of his hand to his head. Reckoned he had a fever. “I’m burning up. How about you, Silas?”

“No, I’m all right.” Silas leaned in close to peer at Nils. “Well, no worse than normal. You get bitten by those zombies?”

“Just scratches, mainly.” Nils’s hand went to his ear. “Think one of them might’ve chewed on my lughole.”

“How about you? Any bites?” Silas moved to examine Ilesa, but her dagger was at his throat before he could lay a finger on her.

“Go shog yourself.”

Silas withdrew, holding his hands up placatingly. “Only, I saw something about zombies in the grimoire, when it made me… when I cast that spell.”

“Show me,” Ilesa said.

Silas unfastened his bag and pulled out the book. He started to leaf through the pages. “I know it was here somewhere. Should have made a note of the page, only it was so hectic back there.”

“Shogging Brau,” Ilesa said. “Never told me they’d taken over the village. What is it with people?”

“Somewhere around here,” Silas went on, oblivious. “Somewhere…”

Nils caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his head to see the giant plodding down the clifftop path toward them. Only, it weren’t just a large man. It weren’t rightly human, what with it only having one massive eye set in the center of its forehead. “Uh, Silas…”

“Patience, boy,” Silas said with a tut. “Can’t you see I’m—”

“Silas!”

“What’s this?” the cyclops said in a voice like rolling thunder. “Nice happy family out for a blustery stroll? What brings you good folk all the way out here?”

“Dwarves,” Nils blurted out.

“Blight… Nothing,” Silas said. “I mean, yes, dwarves.”

Ilesa just coughed up a load of phlegm, wheezing like a somnificus smoker.

“You are ill?” the cyclops said. “You must come out of the wind.” It turned, as if to lead them toward the gate.

“Fine,” Ilesa said with a grimace. “I’m fine. We’re just leaving.”

“That may not be possible.” The cyclops looked over their heads, back down the trail.

“Oh, it’s possible,” Ilesa said, drawing her sword, and still clutching her dagger in the other hand.

Nils followed the cyclops’ gaze and felt his stomach fill with lead. “What the shog?”

The clifftop path had vanished. From a few yards behind Ilesa, there was nothing but roiling black mist.

“How?” Silas said, closing the grimoire and gawping like a startled turkey.

“You are new to Cerreth?” the cyclops asked. “This is simply the way of things here.”

Ilesa sheathed her sword and dagger. “Seems we have no choice,” she said. “After you.”

“Good,” the cyclops said. “It’s been a long time since I had visitors. No one seems to just drop by these days.”

He set off the way he’d come from with long, loping strides.

“Come on,” Silas said. “I can look for the page about zombie bites when we get wherever we’re going.”

Nils grunted his approval and followed the wizard.

It was only when they had passed beyond the gate and started through a dense pine forest that he felt a gnawing at the back of his mind.

He turned to find that Ilesa had vanished.
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Teeth rushed up toward Nameless’s face. Huge teeth. Colossal.

He tumbled for an eternity—far longer than he should have. Far slower, too. It took his befuddled brain a moment to realize that he’d be dead already, if this were natural. Dead, or at least extremely wet, and then dead, seeing as he couldn’t swim.

The fall turned into a wafting descent, a gentle swirl toward the maw of a gigantic fish—a fish with the biggest, sharpest, most luminescent… not teeth. Not teeth at all. They were bars of light across a cavernous opening that was certainly mouth-like, if not an actual mouth.

He tried to twist around, tried to swim against whatever sorcerous current had caught hold of him, but he was pulled relentlessly down. He shut his eyes as he struck the bars of light and felt… nothing. Nothing, besides a warm tickling sensation.

And then he was standing upon a tongue. It was rough-textured, slick with frothy spit, and black as coal. It retracted sharply, and he lost his footing, landing plumb on his backside.

The tongue carried him toward an aperture that pressed wetly about him, and then he was falling again, or rather sliding deeper and deeper into the gullet of whatever leviathan had swallowed him whole.

The descent leveled out after a few seconds, and he was able to rise to his feet on a squelchy, viscous floor. Goo stuck to the soles of his boots, trailed him when he took a step toward… What was it, a door?

Right in the middle of the sinuous tube of flesh and slime he stood within was a round portal made of wood. It even had a brass handle, which he clasped and twisted.

Greenish light spilled through the crack, and then the door opened onto a spherical chamber with a gilled ceiling, like the underside of a mushroom. Clusters of wriggling uvulae dangled from above, and the floor was alive with hundreds of purplish lips, opening and closing, as if holding some silent conference.

Opposite the entrance, there was a vast circular window with a dark spot at its center. There were fish outside, darting in and out of coral and seaweed. Nameless gasped as he realized this was the creature’s eye, seen from the inside: a single, gigantic orb that must have been set in the middle of its head.

Before the eye-window, there was a stool that seemed molded from fungi. Seated upon it was a tiny humanoid with ropey, grey dreadlocks and olive skin.

A faen.

It spun to face Nameless.

“Abednego is my name.” The faen tapped the tips of his fingers together, almost as if he were giving a sarcastic clap. “Why so surprised? You’ve seen faen before.” He stood and approached Nameless the way you might approach a wild animal. “Come, Nameless.” Abednego put a hand on his arm and led him toward the eye-window.

“How do you know my—?”

“I was a close observer of the tragic events of your… how should I put it?”

“Downfall?”

Abednego took hold of a tuberous nodule in the wall and twisted it.

Another mushroom-like stool rose up in front of the eye. The faen gestured for Nameless to sit and took the other stool himself.

“Story,” he said. “You have heard of the pride before the fall? Well, is there not a tradition of the subsequent rise?”

“Don’t bother, whatever you’re going to say next,” Nameless said. “I’ve endured enough trickery from your kind to last me a lifetime.”

“Who said anything about trickery,” Abednego said. “My point was really a matter of observation. Of patterns. Heroes fall. Heroes rise again. It’s just the way of things.”

“Ah, then perhaps you’re not familiar with dwarven tragedy.”

“Perhaps,” Abednego said.

“How long have you been following me?” Nameless asked with a degree of trepidation, but he already knew the answer in his gut.

“Since Arx Gravis.”

Nameless hung his head and waited for the black dog to make its move.

“It was not your fault,” Abednego said.

“Rubbish.”

“You believe you are too clever to be deceived? Too strong?”

Nameless felt every muscle in his body tense. When he spoke, it was through gritted teeth. “I was neither.”

“Then what choice did you have? How could you have done things differently?”

“I didn’t have to enter Aranuin. Didn’t have to bring back the axe.”

The faen sighed and closed his eyes. “Maybe you did. Maybe it was written in stone.”

“Why me? Why me and not someone else?”

“Mananoc knows you are special. He wants you for his own.”

“Then being special is what makes me dangerous.”

“It is what gives us hope,” Abednego said. “It is what may yet save your people.”

Nameless scoffed at that. “Save them? I’m the one they’re running from.”

“A beast beaten will recoil from a raised hand, even if the intention is to stroke. The dwarves of Arx Gravis would have been killed with or without your help. It is the lot of your people. It was the lot of your ancestors who once dwelt in the most powerful citadel in all of Aosia.”

“Arnoch? That’s just a myth. And besides, they destroyed themselves.”

“Ah, but did they have a choice?” Abednego cocked his head. “Nameless, there is something I wish to show you. Will you allow me?”

Nameless shifted uncomfortably on his stool and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Is it hot in here?”

The faen shook his head.

“I’m feeling nauseous,” Nameless said, pinching the bridge of his nose and belching. “Laddie, anything you want to show me is likely the start of an elaborate deception.”

“We faen are a people divided, Nameless. Yes, our nature is deception, but there are some among us who would play our father at his own game.”

Nameless raised an eyebrow. “The Sedition?”

Abednego gave a slight smile. “Even within the Sedition, we are divided. Divided upon the issue of the dwarves.”

“What—?”

Abednego raised a hand. “Later. Let’s just say it concerns the experiments of Sektis Gandaw.”

Nameless’s brain was flipping somersaults trying to fathom what on Aosia the faen could mean.

The Mad Sorcerer was often credited with the creation of the dwarves. The Chronicles said he’d altered the basic makeup of humans he’d kidnapped from Vanatus, formed them into dwarves for the mining of ocras—useful tools and nothing more. When that usefulness ceased, the dwarves were discarded as easily as the Ant-Man and his pets.

“Don’t dwell upon it now,” Abednego said. “Some things are better shown than told.”

The faen stared straight ahead through the great eye of the fish-ship, and a ripple passed around the chamber. The view outside shifted as the craft began to move.

 




EIGHTEEN

SILAS

I tell you, I don’t like it,” Nils whispered, tugging on Silas’s sleeve.

Silas was starting to agree with the lad, but what could they do? They’d followed the cyclops through acres of woodland, and now they could be anywhere, for all he knew. He couldn’t even tell which was east and which was west, so dismal were his wilderness skills. And as for Ilesa—

“And what about Ilesa?” Nils continued in his whinging whisper. “What do you suppose happened? I mean, did she fall like Nameless? Did the fog take her?”

“Maybe she just took the chance to save her own skin.”

Nils looked dumbfounded. “Nah, she wouldn’t do that. Would she?”

“She was quite prepared to leave Nameless, remember? We have no reason to trust her.”

The cyclops ceased his mile-eating strides and turned to tower over them. He made a show of counting them with his fingers and then frowned.

“Thought there were three of you. What happened to the other? You know, the female with the succulent… in all the leather?”

Silas shrugged and turned his palms up. “No idea. One minute she was there, the next she was gone. That’s two companions we’ve lost today.”

“Two?” the cyclops said, looking out through the forest.

“Yes,” Nils said. “We were traveling with a—”

“So, have we arrived yet?” Silas said, clapping his hands together.

“We have.” The cyclops pushed through the last of the trees until they stood before a cave set into a craggy bank. “Welcome to my home.” He ducked inside the opening then poked his head back out. “Coming?”

Silas looked at Nils, and the lad merely shrugged and went into the cave.

Nils’s condition had worsened during the trek through the woods. His skin was ashen, his hair slick and matted with sweat. He seemed to be having difficulty breathing, the air rattling in and out of his lungs with a worrying wheeze. It had to be the zombies. Had to, otherwise how come Silas was the only one not to be infected?

If the blasted cyclops hadn’t come upon them when he did, Silas felt sure he could have found the reference to zombie bites in Blightey’s grimoire. He’d only seen it in passing, during the casting of whatever spell had cut a swath through the cadavers. He probably should have paid more attention at the time, but the book had unnerved him. Damned thing seemed to have a life of its own. Even now, he had the nagging sensation it was whispering prompts at the back of his mind, not loud enough to be fully discernible. Messages below the threshold of awareness, although not quite so deep that they didn’t ring alarm bells.

He should have listened to the warnings back at the Academy. Maybe it was for good reason Blightey’s grimoire was off limits. Then again, so much in Silas’s past had been off limits, but he’d always prevailed in the end. No, he wasn’t about to let the scaremongering of a bunch of ivory-tower academics keep him from his research. He was onto something here, and the book’s obvious power only confirmed that. Magic was like anything else worth knowing. You had to proceed with caution, one step at a time; had to get to know each stage thoroughly, harness it to your will, and then move on only when ready. Had to show it who was master, that was all. Fear was for the weak and the ignorant.

Silas followed Nils inside.

The entrance bore into the rocky bank some way, then converged on a tunnel mouth where Nils and the cyclops were waiting.

The three of them descended half a dozen natural steps until they reached a far larger cathedral cavern. The skins of different animals covered much of the floor, their bones stacked in piles upon ledges at various heights. Two massive ensconced torches shed their guttering glow across one corner of the cavern, and this is where the cyclops led them, gesturing for them to be seated on a fur hide so large, it could have belonged to some kind of elephant.

“Do you have any food?” Silas asked. “Only, my friend here is sick. He was bitten by a walking corpse.”

“Only what I brought back with me,” the cyclops said.

“Don’t want none,” Nils said, curling up on the rug. “Just need to sleep.”

Silas shook him by the shoulder. “I wouldn’t do that just yet, Nils. Let me look for that page again.” The instant the words left his mouth, he regretted it.

“Oh, yes,” the cyclops said. “I was meaning to ask you about that book you were looking at when I happened upon you.”

Happened upon? Hardly. The giant had virtually stalked them. How long he’d been standing there by the gate while they struggled along the clifftop path was anyone’s guess.

“It’s just a book,” Silas said.

“I like books.” The cyclops fixed Silas with a stare of his single great eye. The pupil was the size of a saucer, the iris amber and resembling nothing so much as a crocodile’s. “What’s it about?”

Silas swallowed, did his best to improvise. “Flora and fauna, you know the sort of thing. Boring, really. Stuff about mushrooms and insects.”

“And it will help with the boy’s sickness?”

“Maybe,” Silas said. “If I can find the right page.”

“Let me look,” the cyclops said. “I’m good at finding things. Big eye like this has some advantages, you know.”

Silas covered his satchel with his arm. “It’s all right, thanks. I think I can find it now.”

“I said let me look.” The cyclops held out a big meaty hand and tilted his head, the great eye suddenly feral and predatory.

Shit, shit, shit, Silas thought, racking his brains for a spell that might help. If he could shock the thing and grab Nils, they might be able to make a run for it.

The cyclops twiddled his enormous fingers impatiently.

Shock! That was it. The words of the casting danced through Silas’s mind, his lips moving as slightly as a ventriloquist’s as he reached over and grabbed the cyclops’s thumb. A sparking charge of static shot down Silas’s arm and burst into blue fire that consumed the giant’s hand.

Consumed, but did no harm.

“Oh,” Silas said.

“Uh uh.” The cyclops wagged his finger. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

He leaned forward, pushed Silas gently back with one hand, and took the satchel from him with the other.

“Well, well, well, what have we got here? A grimoire, if I’m not very much mistaken. A grimoire of the eleventh degree, no less. Now, what’s a pusillanimous whelp like you doing with something so puissant? No, don’t say anything. You can tell me after dinner.” The cyclops let out a malevolent chuckle. “Well, maybe not. Remember, I said I only had what I brought home with me?”

Silas gulped, and wished he’d been able to do something to stop Nameless from plunging to his death. He’d have given anything to have the dwarf waltz in and take command of the situation.

“Now, be a good little wizard,” the cyclops said, “and use that poxy magic of yours to rustle up a fire. Can’t remember the last time I had cooked meat.”

 




NINETEEN

NAMELESS

At first, Nameless thought it was a coral bed, but then he realized that was an effect of the distance. As they drew nearer, he could see enormous spires crusted with barnacles, towers swathed in weeds, minarets green with algae, and buttressed gatehouses decked with brightly colored anemones. It was as big as an island, an impossible structure encased in a vast bubble of either water or glass. This was something far beyond the architectural abilities of any race he’d come across, outstripping even the magnificence of Arx Gravis. There could be no doubt in his mind what it was they were approaching. This was no mere legend. It was looming right in front of him: a citadel at the bottom of the ocean, the prehistoric capital of the dwarf lords.

“Arnoch,” he whispered.

“Legends are like dreams,” Abednego said. “Most are based on truth.”

“But the world of Aosia itself was dreamed,” Nameless said. “By the Daeg. So, none of this is real, if you look at it that way.”

The faen gave him the sort of smile a parent might give a child that was just starting to find its way in the world. His eyes sparkled, as if within they contained the brightness of a thousand stars. “The dreams of a god are of a quite different order. Quite different.”

Nameless didn’t like where this conversation was going. Already, his head was pounding. His brother Lukar had been the family philosopher. Nameless was more for strong drink and the thrill of battle. It didn’t mean he wasn’t a thinker, only that he preferred more tangible concepts.

“So, the dog-head is a god, then?”

That hadn’t been his impression when he’d snuck into the womb-like chamber in the bowels of Aranuin and found the Daeg asleep beneath its shield. It had been bestial, a giant baboon that looked to be formed from living ocras. It was a dangerous memory to indulge. He knew that as soon as he caught the echo of his companion Grenic’s screams, the crunching of his bones.

Abednego shrugged. “Some say so. Others say there is only one true god, and that a dog-headed ape falls short of the definition. As do his parents, for that matter.”

The craft shuddered as it passed through the bubble surrounding the city, and they turned toward a round stone door set between two towers.

Nameless clutched the sides of his stool. They were going to crash, he was sure of it, but at the last moment the craft slowed.

A sucking, gurgling sound rolled through the chamber. There was a whir and a click, and then they were still.

A hairline crack split the center of the circular door, which filled the eye-window. It swiftly drew wider to reveal a short corridor that ended in an identical portal.

“Stay seated,” Abednego said. “Then you won’t have to go out the way you came in.”

“Thank shog for that, laddie. I was—Aaagh!”

Nameless’s stool fell through the floor and came to a jolting halt directly below in the cavernous maw he’d entered by.

“Aren’t you coming?” he hollered up to the faen.

Abednego peered through the hole left by Nameless’s stool. “Remember the courage we were talking about? This is definitely something you need to do alone.”

“Do what?” Nameless said, feeling his hackles rise.

“We’ve docked at the Royal Passage. There was once a time this entrance would have been so heavily guarded, uninvited guests would have needed an army to get inside. Come to think of it, that’s exactly what some tried. None succeeded. Head through the far doors and keep going straight till you reach the throne room. From there, pray to whatever god you believe in and hope for the best.”

Nameless grunted and stood. “Sounds encouraging.”

“And Nameless, be on your guard. The evil that destroyed the dwarf lords of Arnoch may be impossibly old, but it could very well endure.”

“Now why doesn’t that surprise me? Don’t suppose you have a spare axe, laddie?”

“When the mouth opens,” Abednego called from above, “hold your breath.”

“What?” Nameless said, taking a step back. “But I can’t swi—”

The jaws of the fish-craft parted and water rushed in.

Nameless gulped in a last breath of air and held it.

The tongue poked out, carrying him into the corridor beyond the round opening. As soon as the tongue withdrew, the door snapped shut behind him.

The passageway was completely submerged. Salt water stung his eyes and blurred his vision. Froth bubbled around his head, and debris rose up from the floor—ribbons of cloth, dust and weed. Something larger shifted across the bottom—a skeleton. It was dwarven and draped in rusty mail.

Nameless’s lungs started to burn. He needed to breathe. His heart was thumping and whooshing in his ears as he turned back to the entrance and scratched at the stone, seeking purchase, seeking a way out before…

There was a grating sound as the edges of the floor slid back to reveal holes through which the water began to drain away.

Nameless tipped his head back and gasped in stale air. The door at the far end slid apart to reveal a long antechamber knee-deep in water, which was emptying amid a great torrent of noise.

Ensconced torches, which should have been too sodden to take, burst into wavering light. Not the light of natural flame, but a mauve radiance that sat like a halo atop each torch.

He waited for the water to clear before stepping into the corridor, footsteps echoing in time with the drip, drip, drip from the ceiling.

Following Abednago’s instructions, he ignored the flanking doors running along both walls, and approached the stone double doors at the end.

Two crumpled skeletons lay before the doors. Each wore chainmail, brown with rust; each carried a spear, and each appeared to have died from horrific wounds. One’s skull had been pulverized, leaving nothing but fragments atop its spine. The other had a gaping hole through its sternum, a crushed leg, and a missing arm. The city may have sunk beneath the waves, Nameless thought, but that wasn’t what had killed these two.

He searched in vain for a means to open the double doors. There was no handle, merely a crack down the center. There was an inscription engraved in the stone. He found he had to squint to read it—his vision had grown cloudy and he was sweating once more. The scratches he’d picked up from the zombies were itching like crazy, and one or two of the bites were festering.

No matter, he thought. He’d endured worse, and he knew from experience that his body was hardy enough to fight off any infection. Any common infection, he added with a niggling concern. He banished the thought to the back of his mind.

The letters came into focus. They were inscribed in Old Dwarven. Nameless was no scholar of the ancient tongue, but he’d picked up a few words and phrases.

He rubbed away some of the sediment from the grooves chiseled into the door, and frowned at the word he’d revealed:

GENAEFLEC

He thought it meant “kneel.”

Was it an instruction? Was that the key to gaining entrance?

He dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

The grating of stone upon stone caused him to look up to see the door cracking open down the center.

Beyond it was an immense chamber forested with fluted columns, a massive dais rising in the center like a stepped island. There was an intricate throne at the top of the edifice; it was carved from stone, and upon it sat the skeleton of a dwarf robed in sodden brown that may once have been crimson. A lopsided crown of gold bedizened with gems encircled a rusty helm that encased much of the skull, and above the seated figure, floating in midair, was a sight that froze the breath in Nameless’s lungs.

A great double-bladed axe hung suspended, gleaming like a small sun. It was a perfect facsimile of the Paxa Boraga, only this one was gold rather than black.

He distrusted it instantly. He may have been a numbskull, but he’d be damned if he was going to fall for the same trick twice.

He looked away, scanning the chamber, noting the three other entrances: open archways that led to more torchlit corridors. Half a dozen algae-coated pillars had collapsed, split in two like felled trees, and there were flights of stairs around the perimeter that led to a gallery. More broken dwarf skeletons were piled up in the corridors, their backs to the throne room, as if they’d died defending it.

Nameless approached the dais, treading carefully on stone slick with seaweed. Here and there, water collected in pools, where the drainage grilles were clogged with debris. He hopped between chunks of fallen masonry, until he reached the bottom step, then made his way to stand before the throne.

The dwarf king’s skeleton was intact. Perhaps he had escaped the fate of his brethren and had perished either by drowning, or in some other more natural way. The golden light of the axe glinted from the king’s crown-topped helm and gave a yellowish tint to the exposed parts of his skull. There was a brooding sadness about the figure, and Nameless felt deep in his bones the terrible loss of something that could never be reclaimed. If the legends contained even a grain of truth, the dwarf lords of Arnoch were heroes, each and every one of them, great warriors stubbornly holding back the hordes of nightmare that spilled from the mind of the Daeg.

His heart quickened at the thought he had been brought here for a reason; that fate was at last smiling on him and had offered him a glimpse of what his people—Sektis Gandaw’s pale imitation of the lords of Arnoch—could have been. Might still become. That hope alone, so great as it was, set his mind to crying a warning.

Had he not felt the same way when he’d plucked the black axe from the depths of Aranuin? Had his heart not swelled with pride and the anticipation of a golden age for his people when he returned to Arx Gravis as the Corrector, and offered to lead them out of their self-imposed exile?

Nameless turned and started back down the steps. He’d not make the same mistake again. No, Arnoch was just a legend, and whatever this sunken city really was, it had the reek of deception about it.

“Wait,” a voice as dry as dust grated from behind him.

Nameless spun, the breath catching in his throat.

The skeleton on the throne held up one bony hand. Its skull pivoted to look at him through empty sockets.

“Have you come back to us?” the king said. “Is it over?”

“What…?” Nameless licked his lips and tried to give his fear voice. “What are you?”

The skeleton looked down at its hands, raised fingers to prod at its fleshless face, and let out a forlorn sigh. “How long has it been? The city has risen, yes?”

Nameless slowly shook his head. “I came in a magical craft that traveled beneath the waves. The water has just now drained away.”

“And yet years have passed, eating the flesh from my bones.” The king tried to stand, but his legs broke away from his torso, and he had to remain seated. “Then we failed. The creature must still live. Whoever you are, whatever brought you here, you should go, while you still can.”

Nameless took a step toward the throne. He wasn’t sure whether or not to bow, and elected instead to stand with his arms folded across his chest.

“This creature you refer to must surely have perished. Arnoch has been lost to the world since the dawn of history.”

The king looked up at the axe floating above his head. “No, it lives. Even after all this time, it lives. See how the Paxa Boraga glows in warning.”

Paxa Boraga. Just the mention of that terrible name sent Nameless to his knees. Tears welled in his eyes, and his limbs began to shake.

“No more,” he said through chattering teeth. “No more. Leave me alone. Haven’t I done enough already?”

The king turned his empty eyes back toward Nameless. “What is it, my brother?”

“The axe. I have seen it before. Held it. But back then it was black.”

“No,” the king said. “It has always been thus.”

“But the name…”

“‘Peace of the Dwarves.’ It is written in the old tongue upon the haft.” The king gave a grating laugh. “Old tongue, indeed. Old even when Arnoch was young.”

“But I wielded the Paxa Boraga,” Nameless said, each word a poison to be spat out. “It made me… made me do such things.”

The king reached out a skeletal hand. “Come closer. Let me touch you.”

Nameless rose and stepped up to the throne. He shut his eyes as the king’s cold, hard fingers caressed his face.

“There is strength in you. Great strength. I’ve not felt its like since the time of the Exalted, the chief of whom wielded the Paxa Boraga. There is something else as well. You are sick. A fever? An infection, perhaps? Whatever evil resides within you now, it is not the moral kind.”

Nameless mopped sweat from his brow. His limbs had grown icy and leaden. He could have sworn he was coming down with a cold, maybe something worse. What was wrong with him? Normally, he’d have shaken off infection without even noticing it. Was it the zombies? Had they afflicted him with some vile magic?

“The axe was destroyed,” Nameless said. “But too late. My people… So many of my people…”

The king gave a slow nod. “It is an ill fate to be a dwarf. The Daeg dreamed us into being to fend off the horrors of his own nightmares, and it is for that reason the nightmares sought us out, strove to destroy us.”

“But my people are not like yours,” Nameless said. “Not truly. We were made by the Mad Sorcerer Sektis Gandaw. If we bear any relation to the dwarves of Arnoch, it is by way of parody, caricature.”

The king gestured above his head to where the axe emitted its golden glow. “I know nothing of what you say, only that when you entered Arnoch, the city recognized you as a dwarf, for otherwise the waters would not have drained.”

Nameless opened his mouth to protest, but the king silenced him with a wag of a bony finger.

“Touch the Axe of the Dwarf Lords,” he said. “If you are not of the bloodline of the Exalted, she will reject you.”

“I cannot,” Nameless said, sweat running down his face in rivulets. “Not after what happened before. I’m sorry, I must leave.” He turned to do so but stumbled and nearly fell. “What the shog is wrong with me?”

“Please, my brother, touch the axe. There is so little time, and I must know. Must know if you have the blood of the Exalted running through your veins.”

Nameless took another step down. “Trust me,” he said, “I don’t. I’m a miner’s son.” He almost said more: he was Yalla’s son too. But whatever legacy she’d left him had perished back at Arx Gravis.

The king let out a groan of utter hopelessness. “Then it was all for nothing. All for—”

A crash sounded from one of the corridors, echoing off into the silence that enshrouded the city.

Nameless turned to face the king, who was staring in the direction of the noise.

Nothing.

No more sound.

And then there was a muffled thud, and the king’s head dropped to his chest. “As I feared,” he said. “It is still alive.”

Another thud, followed in quick succession by another. Footsteps. Heavy pounding footsteps, rapidly drawing nearer.

“Quickly,” the king said. “You must take the axe. It is your only hope.”

Thud, thud, thud.

“No,” Nameless said, scanning the room for alternative weapons. “I will not.”

“Then it is over,” the king said. “I have failed.” His head fell again, and this time the torso crumpled onto the throne and shattered.

The thudding footfalls grew faster and louder, like the beating of a heart about to burst.

Nameless ran down the last of the steps and lunged for a chunk of rock. He whirled, coming up in a fighting crouch, as a colossal man charged into the chamber, stopped, and stared straight at him.

Nameless felt the chill of its malevolence sweep over him, commanding him to flee. His fingers tightened around the rock as he backed away.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. The head was a mask of leather, crudely stitched with thick black thread. The body was the color of dead flesh, recognizably human but massive, twice Nameless’s height, broad-shouldered and bullish.

It lurched toward him, and he let loose with the rock. The throw lacked any force. Whatever sickness afflicted him had all but drained his strength. The rock bounced harmlessly from the monster’s skin and clattered across the floor.

A haze of red passed before Nameless’s eyes, and he retched. Clutching his roiling guts, he headed for the corridor he’d entered by, but the creature moved to cut him off.

“Great,” Nameless muttered. “Shogging great.”

He just wanted to lie down and sleep, but he knew it would be a sleep he’d never wake up from. Either the illness would claim him, or the hulking aberration would crush him, like it had done everyone else who’d stood against it.

“I will not be ill,” Nameless growled through clenched teeth. “Someone give me ale, for shog’s sake.”

The monster ran straight at him, and he just about managed to roll beneath a bludgeoning fist. Before he regained his feet, the thing had hold of him by the hem of his hauberk and slung him into the wall. Nameless hit with a sickening crunch. Salty blood dripped to his lips. His head swam with dizziness, and he swayed as he stood. Heavy footsteps thundered toward him, and it was blind instinct that made him fall flat on his face as another hammer blow sailed over his head and punched a hole in the rock.

Nameless roared his frustration and threw himself toward the closest corridor. He twisted and rolled amid a spray of rock shards sent up by the monster’s pounding fists. He ended up on top of a skeleton and prized the sword from the dead dwarf’s fingers.

“I refuse to be sick!” he bellowed, spinning, and swinging the blade.

The sword struck flesh but rebounded, jolting his arm and sending stabs of pain through his shoulder. He scrabbled backward, tripping and losing his grip on the blade.

The creature came at him relentlessly, unstoppable, even as Nameless cast dust into its blank eyes and snatched up a sturdy spear.

“Die, you shogger!” he bellowed. He thrust with every last ounce of his strength, burying the spear deep in its chest and twisting. The tip punched through the monster’s back but there was no blood, only sawdust.

A massive hand took hold of the spear shaft and pulled it free, before snapping it and casting it aside. The wound drew together, and thick black stitches ghosted into view, holding it tight.

“Shog,” Nameless swore.

He darted past the creature, narrowly avoiding a haymaker that collapsed a section of the wall. Snatching up the sword again, he dived for the throne room, came up running, and sprinted to the top of the dais.

The monster was right on his tail, kicking its way through a fallen pillar and splashing across a pool of water.

Nameless waited until it was on the step below, and swung with both hands. The sword cut right through the collar bone, burying itself deep in the ribcage, but the creature continued upward, as if merely bitten by an irritating fly.

Nameless darted behind the throne, but a tremendous blow shattered the stone and sent him tumbling off the back of the dais.

The breath was punched from his lungs as he hit the floor hard on his back.

The creature glared down at him and prepared to jump, silhouetted against the glow of the axe still suspended above the ruined throne.

Nameless wished with all his heart that he’d taken the dead king’s advice, but it was too late. He tried to push himself backward with his legs, but his strength had finally seeped away.

This was it, the end he deserved. He prayed to the victims of Arx Gravis for forgiveness, even as the monster leapt.

With a flash and a speed impossible to imagine, the Paxa Boraga shot into his hand. In that one timeless moment, golden fire coursed through his veins, burning away every trace of malignancy and filling him with incandescent rage.

He twisted away from the creature’s leap, surged to his feet, and brought the axe down. It cleaved through leather and sawdust, and the head came away. He struck again, this time half-shearing through its hip, but once more, the wound healed, and the ghastly head spun in the air and affixed itself back upon the neck.

“What the Abyss?” Nameless whispered as the thing gathered itself for a charge. Could nothing stop it? Not the entire might of the people of Arnoch? Not even the Axe of the Dwarf Lords?

He spun clear of its lumbering grasp and circled away around the chamber.

This time, as the monster ran at him, the axe communicated something deep within his mind, and he flung it with all his renewed might.

The air whistled, and the blades flashed golden as they tore straight through the monster’s waist, cleaving it in two. The legs ran on for a second and then stopped to wait for the torso to climb back on top of them.

The axe turned in midair and flew back to Nameless’s hand. It had bought him a few seconds, nothing more, as the creature bunched its massive shoulders and charged again.

Nameless cast a look behind. He had his back to the corridor he’d entered by. With his new vigor, he might be able to make it to the faen’s craft. Perhaps Abednego had been watching and was ready to leave before the creature could board.

He took a step toward the exit, and then all his old stubbornness reasserted itself.

This shogger had wiped out a civilization. It was invulnerable to attack, a relentless killer that would stop at nothing.

His mind flashed back to when he wore the impenetrable armor of the Lich Lord, carried the Shield of Warding; when he’d wielded the terrible might of the black axe with the strength of the fire giant’s gauntlets.

With a gut-wrenching realization, he thought this is how he must have seemed to the hapless victims at Arx Gravis, to Thumil and Cordy, and to the friend who had finally stopped him, Shadrak the Unseen.

“No!” he roared as the monster bore down upon him, fists raised for the killing blow. “I won’t stand for it!”

Argent streamed from the twin blades of the axe, obliterating the golden glow and erupting with the force of an exploding star.

The silver conflagration ripped through skin and leather as the chamber rumbled and the very air itself seemed to scream.

Light exploded in Nameless’s head, and he toppled into a well of infinite blackness.

 




TWENTY

NILS

Nils was starving. His guts were clenched tight as a fist, his veins were on fire, and he had a mouth full of saliva that overflowed down his chin in thick ropes of drool. He was so hungry, he’d have ripped off his own arm and wolfed it down, if he’d had the strength.

A deep rolling voice had awoken him. His cheek was pressed against warm fur, but his side was mostly numb from where he’d been lying on something hard and ungiving.

He turned his head and squinted into the flickering orange light coming from a fire—one of Silas’s, by the looks of it, but bigger than usual, and with a spit long enough to roast a horse.

Roasted horseflesh. The thought sent another pang of hunger through his belly. That sounded almost as good as… as good as… roasted human. Or better still, raw.

The cyclops was sitting on the opposite side of the fire, completely absorbed in Silas’s dodgy book. Its great unlidded eye was roving back and forth feverishly, and every so often the giant would lick his thumb and turn the page.

“Nils,” Silas whispered from the left. “Are you all right?”

Nils didn’t rightly know how to answer that. He was burning up, shaking from head to toe; but he knew he’d be fine, if only he could sink his teeth into salty, bloody flesh.

“Nils.” Silas prodded him this time.

Nils turned to face him and licked his lips.

Silas must have seen something strange about him because he went even paler than usual and scooted away on his backside. He cocked a thumb at the cyclops and mouthed something about trouble, but Nils was too hungry to take much notice.

“Aha!” the cyclops boomed. “Found what you were looking for. Told you I was good at finding things with this here eye. Knows a lot about zombies, this Blightey of yours. Knows a lot about all manner of unpleasant things. Sure he wasn’t from Cerreth?”

“He’s dead,” Silas mumbled, and then said a little louder, “No, he was from a land called Verusia, though he’s supposed to have come here at some point.”

“Fascinating,” the cyclops said, still mesmerized by the text he was reading. “Has a lot to say on the making of zombies, but then goes on to tell you how to unmake them, and how to cure infection caused by their bite.”

Silas was up in a flash. “Let me—”

“What, and spoil my fun?” the cyclops said. “We cyclopes are a magical race, you know. Runs in our blood. Always like to keep on top of new spells and the like, and this one”—he gave them both a look that was as hungry as Nils felt—“looks like it might turn bad meat good, if you get my meaning.”

The cyclops held the book in one hand and made gestures in the air with the other. His thick lips moved in silent agreement with whatever sorcerous words he read upon the page.

A chill wind blew across Nils’s flesh. The blood in his veins turned to icy slush, and then he was up on his feet and feeling as right as rain.

“I’m fine,” he said to Silas. “I feel fine.”

“Great,” Silas muttered. “Now he can eat us.”

“What?” Nils turned from Silas to the cyclops.

A sickening grin spread across the giant’s face, and his lips parted to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth.

“Now, don’t go getting yourself all scared,” he said. “Ruins the meat; makes it all tough and stringy.” He closed the book and stood to his full height, towering above Nils and Silas.

“Why don’t we talk about this?” Silas said.

“Shhhhh.” The Cyclops placed a finger against his lips. “Quiet now, my lovelies. Come to old Rumgorkin.”

He took a lurching step toward Nils and reached down with a shovel-like hand.

Nils dropped to his arse and scrabbled away. “No, don’t. Wait. Just wait up.”

Rumgorkin’s other hand snapped out and grabbed Silas by the hem of his coat. The wizard slipped out of the sleeves and stumbled alongside Nils.

The cyclops advanced another step. “Come on, my sweetmeats, no point in strugg—”

“Hi, honey, I’m home.” —A voice only slightly less booming than the cyclops’s own, but definitely female.

“Huh?” Rumgorkin wheeled to face the steps that led down from the entrance.

A massive one-eyed woman stood there, leaning on a sharpened stake that appeared to have been crudely cut from a long branch. Her breasts were swollen sacks, heaving in a way Nils found strangely hypnotic.

Apparently, so did Rumgorkin. The cyclops licked his lips and walked toward her with a big stupid grin on his face.

“Miss me?” the cyclops woman asked, blowing him a kiss.

“But—”

Swift as a striking serpent, powerful as a titan, the woman twirled the stake in the air and thrust it straight through Rumgorkin’s lone eye.

The cyclops staggered away, flailing with his arms, screaming as blood spurted in great gouts as high as the cavern ceiling. He dropped to his knees then toppled over backward, twitched a few times and was still.

The cyclops woman took a step into the cave and collapsed. The air about her shimmered, and she shrank, until lying on the floor, sweat-drenched and clearly at death’s door, was Ilesa.

 




TWENTY-ONE

NAMELESS

Shadrak?” Nameless said through a muddle of dreams and stillborn thoughts. “Shadrak, is that you?”

A short figure leaned over him, shadowy at first, but slowly coming into focus within the gloaming of returning consciousness.

Not Shadrak.

Abednego.

“Is it…? Did I…?”

“It is. You did,” the faen said. “You are all I hoped you would—”

Nameless grabbed Abednego’s ankle and flipped him onto his back. He rolled on top of the faen and delivered a cracking blow to his mouth, then stood and dusted himself down.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords lay upon the charred floor of the corridor amid a pile of ash. Instinctively, he held out his hand, and it flew to his grasp.

“What…? Why?” Abednego whimpered, wiping blood from his split lip.

“You knew about that thing,” Nameless said. “Knew, and still let me go in there.”

The faen rose shakily to his feet. “It had to be done. This is the only way.”

“Only way to what?”

“To save your people.”

Nameless rubbed his stubbly chin, ruing the day he’d chosen to have his hair and beard shaved. What did it matter if he eschewed the style most befitting a dwarf? Like so much he had done, it had been a stupid idea, a great dramatic statement that changed nothing. Dwarves had died in their thousands. Others could blame the black axe all they liked, but it didn’t help: his were the hands that held it.

“What do you care about my people?”

The golden glow from the axe dimmed and then died out, leaving it a dull grey, not dissimilar to any other axe he might have found in any half-decent armory. Except for the etchings on the blades, the script upon the haft. Was it really possible that there could be no deception this time?

Abednego seemed about to say something but then looked away, contemplating the broken throne on the dais. When he finally spoke, he may as well have been talking to himself.

“The creature was called the Destroyer. No one else could even wound it, let alone defeat it. What did you do?”

Nameless shrugged. “Buggered if I know, laddie. Reckon it was more the axe than me. I hit the shogger with all I had, but it kept on coming. At first the axe shone golden, but it was the silver fire that did it.”

“So, the Paxa Boraga accepted you. Good. That is very good.”

“Yes, well, whatever it did, I have no idea how to do it again. Far as I’m concerned, it’s just dead metal now.”

Abednego nodded absentmindedly. “And did the King say anything to you?”

“Aye,” Nameless said, regretting his final words to the skeleton. “Think I disappointed him. He had no idea of the time that had passed. He seemed to think the city had risen.”

“As indeed it has now,” Abednego said. “The dwarves’ final defense was to sink Arnoch. The engineering was staggering, even by the standards of my people. Truly staggering. When it became clear that there was no hope of surviving the Destroyer, a few thousand were selected, men, women, and children, and sent to found a new community far from here. Still others were sent to a secret place, where the Destroyer would never be able to reach them, should it ever surface from its watery tomb. Those who remained fought to the death, and at the last, King Arios sent Arnoch to the ocean floor.”

“But why? What did he hope to achieve?”

The faen made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “The entire city is encased in a crystalline globe. For centuries, it stood, an island upon the sea, unassailable to even the most horrific of the Daeg’s nightmares. With each new encroachment on the mainland, the dwarves would set sail in their stone ships and drive back the darkness. They were dreamed by the sleeping god of Aosia to combat his own abysmal dreams, to keep his madness at bay. But the Daeg is his own worst enemy. His mind is riddled with self-destruction, and so he dreamed a creature to hunt down the dwarves, a creature so terrible that nothing could stop it. Perhaps he overlooked the stubbornness of his guardians, though, for the dwarves would not give in. They vowed to take the Destroyer down, even at the cost of their own civilization. It was a brave stand, a foolish one perhaps, but today, it has been vindicated.”

Nameless gave a bitter laugh.

So, his people had something in common with the legendary heroes of Arnoch after all, even if it was just their bloody-mindedness.

A thought suddenly occurred to him. “The survivors of Arnoch: do they endure? Are they still here in Cerreth?”

The faen shook his head, and Nameless felt his hopes dashed. “They did not remain in the lands of nightmare, for to do so would have been the end of them, much as it may now be.”

Nameless scowled at the cryptic answer. “Speak clearly, or not at all.” Where he came from, folk called an axe an axe and had done with it.

“We are kin, your people and mine,” Abednego said. “Though many among the faen would deny it at all costs. We share a common ancestry.”

“Kin?” Nameless looked into the faen’s inscrutable eyes and felt cold fingers inching their way up his spine. “No, the dwarves of Arx Gravis are just the results of Gandaw’s meddling. He molded us from humans brought from Vanatus.”

“Melded would better describe it,” Abednego said. “Melded you with the blood of the faen.”

Nameless couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He recalled the pain Shadrak went through upon learning of his origins as one of the spawn of Mananoc. How could such a thing have been concealed from the dwarves all this time?

Abednego gave the slightest of nods. “My people may be deceivers, but they are also obsessed with purity. Many could not abide the thought of our blood being tainted with that of another race. That is why they sought to destroy you.”

Nameless choked back his anger. He had no right to it.

“They inserted accounts of the false Paxa Boraga into the Chronicles of Arx Gravis,” Abednego said. “The weapon itself was inspired by the original, though it was forged from the lore of the Abyss. Their intention was for a dwarf to destroy the entire race, a dwarf more gifted than the rest. A special dwarf. It was the same ploy used by the Daeg against the Jinnoroc.”

The fire giant Sartis had used the dog-head’s gauntlets to wipe out his own race, and he had never forgiven himself for it.

Nameless had so many questions, but each was dashed like a breaking wave as the next formed in its wake.

“But why…?” He struggled to find the words. “Why did Sektis Gandaw make us a mockery of the dwarves of Arnoch? Why not leave us in the form of humans, or even faen?”

Abednego sighed and steepled his fingers. He looked down at his feet, and when he raised his eyes once more, there was a new depth of sorrow in them.

“You are right to believe Sektis Gandaw shaped what the dwarves of Arx Gravis became, but you are wrong about their true origins. Gandaw brought many people from Vanatus. My people share his guilt in that, for we crewed the lore craft that carried them to Medryn-Tha. The dwarves of Arx Gravis, though, were molded from different matter. Remember, the blood of the faen runs in your veins, like a fault-line at the core of your being. Your people were not aware of this. Is it not possible they were deceived about the other half of their ancestry, too?”

Nameless’s mouth hung open as he finally pieced it together.

“The dwarves. The refugees from Arnoch…”

“Were the founders of Arx Gravis,” Abednego said. “You are born of the race of heroes.”

Nameless’s mind was awash with the implications of what Abednego was telling him. It all made sense, like the missing piece of a puzzle that had niggled away at the deepest stratum of dwarven consciousness for untold centuries.

But one thing still troubled him.

“Why? Why did he do this to us? Why taint us with the blood of…?” The words trailed away when he caught Abednego’s wounded expression. Nameless grimaced. He hadn’t meant to offend the faen.

“Sektis Gandaw couldn’t tolerate mystery of any kind,” Abednego said, looking away. “He loathed the denizens of Cerreth with all his being, for he had not created them; nor did they fit his theories of the cosmos. He would have unwoven the dwarves along with all of Creation, had he possessed the power at the time. Instead, he decided to use them in an experiment on my people, whom he also did not comprehend.”

Abednego fixed him with those deep, starry eyes.

“Gandaw’s way was always to vivisect mystery with the aimless blade of his warped science. I suppose he thought that, besides learning something of the faen in the process, he might also sow the seeds of the dwarves’ destruction within their own blood.

“You see, the nature of my people is deception; it is the stuff we are formed from, but it proved inimical to the founding fathers of Arx Gravis. They were the ones deceived. Maldark the Fallen was deceived by Gandaw, but the dwarves as a race were deceived as to who they really were.”

“But…” Nameless couldn’t grasp the enormity of what he was hearing. “But Gandaw didn’t create the faen. Why did he not seek to destroy them as well?”

“It was in his mind. It was ever in his mind, but Gandaw was not the only player. He was as prone to deception as any other human. My people worked with him, served under him, but all the while he fell foul of a far darker plan than any he could have dreamed of.”

“I don’t understand, laddie.”

Nameless’s head was ready to burst from all the ideas bubbling to the surface. What was he to do? How could he ever contain such knowledge without his skull splitting? He began to reel with giddiness.

“Think only of the moment,” Abednego said. “Even the faen cannot fathom all the ways of Mananoc. Besides, there are forces in the cosmos that surpass even him. Your path grows clearer, dwarf with no name. You know what you must do.”

“Find them?” Nameless asked. “That’s what I was trying to do. But what if they won’t listen? What if they are still afraid of me?”

“You have the Axe of the Dwarf Lords now. How could they not listen? Find the survivors of Arx Gravis before it is too late and the nightmares of Cerreth destroy them. Find them, Nameless, and keep alive the legacy of Arnoch.”

Nameless nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “I will try.”

He doubted the dwarves would listen to him, axe or no axe, but he was driven by the need for penance, for some degree of restitution for what he had done, even though there could never be forgiveness.

“But first you must do something for me,” he said. “If you’ve been watching me so closely, you’ll know I didn’t cross the Farfalls alone.”

 




TWENTY-TWO

SILAS

I can’t find it,” Silas protested for the umpteenth time. “When are you going to get it?”

Nils was cradling Ilesa’s head, stroking her drenched black hair. “She’s dying, Silas. You have to try.”

It was worse than that. Silas had read that much on the page the instant he’d snatched up the grimoire. She was turning into a walking corpse, like those back at the village.

He’d found the page immediately, probably as a result of the cyclops marking it with a crease; although, part of him worried that the book might be making things easy for him now. If that were the case, it was as fickle as it was beguiling. Truth was, he’d found the page, but he was damned if he was going to use it. He already felt the pull of the grimoire, felt like it had shackled his neck and tugged on the chains so that he had no choice but to read it. With a supreme effort of will, he closed the book. Supreme. He was the master, after all.

“You gotta keep trying, Silas,” Nils said. “You ain’t even looking.”

Silas started to open the grimoire again, bit his lip, and changed his mind.

He slipped it into his satchel.

“I can’t, Nils. I just can’t.” He got to his feet and backed toward the steps. “I’m sorry. This book’s too dangerous. I’m going to find that cliff and fling it into the sea.”

“No,” Nils said, gently laying Ilesa’s head on the ground and standing. “You owe her.”

Silas almost laughed at that. Would have done, if he’d not been so frightened.

“Sorry,” he said again. “I tried.”

He turned and ran up the steps—straight into an armored chest as solid as a rock.

“Try harder, laddie.”

Silas backed away, hands flying to his mouth, which he knew was gaping like an idiot’s. “Nameless! Oh, my word, Nameless!”

The dwarf glowered at him, patting the haft of the axe that was slung over his shoulder. A new axe, by the looks of it, shoddier than the old one, and utterly dull, save for the swirls on the blade and some writing on the haft that was obscured by Nameless’s hand.

“Like I said, laddie, try harder.”

There was no give in his voice, and he seemed immovable as a mountain.

The idea of a spell came to mind, but Silas knew he’d be dead before it left his lips. He’d seen this side of the dwarf before, but he’d never experienced it firsthand.

“I’ll… I’ll do my best.”

“Can’t say fairer than that,” Nameless said, sauntering past him into the cavern.

Nils rushed to the dwarf and embraced him, then quickly drew back and coughed. “Good to see you, Nameless,” he said in a ridiculously deep voice.

“You too, laddie. You too.”

Silas pulled the grimoire from his satchel. It felt as heavy as stone. He crouched down beside Ilesa and thumbed through the pages. As he found the right one, Ilesa choked, and then her breath began to rattle.

“Hurry,” Nils said. “She ain’t gonna make it.”

“She will, laddie,” Nameless said with quiet confidence. “She will. Isn’t that right, Silas?”

Silas was too focused to respond. He pored over the text with frenzied haste, located the incantation, and began to mouth it.

Dark energy washed through his veins like sludge from a sewer. He gagged, and would have stopped, had he been given the choice. There was a rush of cold air, a sigh from Ilesa, and a resonant, self-satisfied hiss that echoed around Silas’s skull.

He slammed the book shut and returned it to his satchel.

“Shog, you look like shit, Silas,” Ilesa said, rising to her feet. “And where the Abyss did you come from?” she asked the dwarf.

“That, lassie, you may never believe. Suffice it to say that I have not been idle. Indeed, if our good wizard here could magic us up some grub first, I’d like to be on our way.”

“Not a chance,” Silas said, slumping to the floor. “I’m spent.”

“Nonsense,” Nameless said. “Quick leg of ham and a dram of mead, and you’ll be your old self in no time.”

Silas wished that were true. He’d experienced physical exhaustion before, and knew Nameless had a point, but this was something different. This was something that went much, much deeper.

“What I don’t get,” Nils said, scratching his head, “is how we’re ever going to find them dwarves in this place.”

“My thoughts, too,” Ilesa said. “Brau reckoned there were no maps here because hardly anything stays the same for long. Apart from the village where we… Hey, that’s a point. How come you’re not ill? You were bitten, same as us.”

“Felt like dung for a while back there,” Nameless said, fingers drumming on the haft of his new axe, “but I seem to have shrugged it off. Dwarven constitution, lassie.”

Silas forced himself to sit and did his best to give Ilesa his most sardonic smile. “Don’t know what we need a map for, not when we’ve got a tracker with your skills. I mean, after all, wasn’t it you that led us straight into the thick of the zombies in the first place, not to mention that blasted crone?”

Nameless laughed, a deep rolling belly laugh. “Yes, laddie, I’d quite forgotten. Had yourself a real good time there now, didn’t you?”

Silas felt his cheeks burning and glared.

“I can track anything over any distance,” Ilesa said. “Which is a damned sight more useful than your lame party tricks.”

“He turned into a bird once,” Nils said, sounding like he was actually on Silas’s side for a change.

“Do it now, then,” Ilesa challenged.

“Too tired,” Silas said.

“Hah!”

“Give me a day or two, and I’ll show you what I can do,” Silas said. “In the meantime, why don’t you do something useful and track?”

Nameless started up the steps and then turned back to them, infuriatingly full of energy and obviously raring to go. “No need,” he said. “I’ve been doing a spot of tracking myself.”

“You?” Ilesa said. “So, what do you need me for?”

Nameless blushed and gave a little cough. “Remember that thing you did with the height? Perhaps if you add a growth of beard… But seriously, I’ve stumbled across a trail. Well, it was a bit more than a trail. The mud just over the other side of this ridge was so churned up, I’d hazard a guess a small army passed through there not more than a few days ago.”

“Yeah,” Nils said, “but an army of what? Don’t reckon I want to go following none of these nightmare creatures. Certainly not an army of them.”

Nameless grinned. “Ah, but what would you say if I told you I found this?”

He produced an earthenware jug from his pocket and unstoppered it. “Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead.” He took a glug.

“What?” Silas said.

Nameless wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “This stuff is legendary. I thought there was none left. I would offer to share it, but I’m afraid there’s only a sip remaining.” As if to demonstrate, he upended the jug and took a long pull for what seemed an eternity, before flinging it against the wall, where it shattered. “Bit more than a sip, then, but you understand. It’s been a hard day.”

Ilesa and Nils joined him at the top of the steps, both fully recovered by the looks of them.

Silas groaned and dragged himself upright. He thought for a moment he was going to fall. Blasted grimoire weighed him down like an anchor. He almost asked Nameless to carry it for him, but a niggling voice warned him against that. Only a wizard of his aptitude had the knowledge and the willpower to master the book. It was a heavy burden, but it was his to bear. In the end, it would all be worth it. Just think of the secrets it would reveal, the places it would lead him to in this undiscovered land of nightmares.

“Go on,” Nameless was saying to Ilesa. “Just take off a few inches and stick them on your rump.”

Ilesa looked away, scowling like she wanted to kill someone, but then she turned back and draped her arm around the dwarf’s shoulders.

“For you, anything,” she said in a husky voice as the pair of them went on ahead.

“Splendid.” Nameless’s voice rumbled through the cavern. “I think this calls for a song.”

“Need a hand?” Nils asked as Silas struggled up the steps.

“No… thank you. You go on ahead. I’ll catch up. Oh, and Nils, let’s crack on with your reading in the next few days. You got anything to practice with till I recover?”

Nils swung his pack over his shoulder and gave it a pat. “Book Nameless gave me. Should keep me busy for a while.”

“Good,” Silas said. “Off you go now. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be right behind.”

Nils gave him one last lingering look full of concern, shrugged, and then hurried after the others.

Silas could barely put one foot in front of the other. He was sorely tempted to leave the grimoire behind, take another path while he still had the chance, but he didn’t.

Like a lightning struck tower, his ill mood passed in an instant, and he was suddenly brimming with his old confidence.

He skipped up the steps to join his companions, the grimoire now an old familiar friend, banging gently against his side, light as a feather.

 




PART THREE

THE SCOUT AND THE SERPENT

 




TWENTY-THREE

ILESA

Ilesa’s lungs were burning up, her breaths no more than ragged gasps. It was only the howls from the dark spaces between the trees that forced her on. One false step now and she’d be ripped to shreds. It was just like before, back home in Portis, when the wolf-men had changed her life forever. She couldn’t give a damn about the dreams of a deranged god at the heart of Aosia. This was more like a nightmare of her own.

Nameless turned back to wait for her, axe gripped tight in white-knuckled hands, deep-set eyes scanning the forest behind her. The dwarf was tireless, and his stumpy legs could move faster than Ilesa would have imagined.

She summoned energy from a fast-emptying well and surged toward him. Only, it wasn’t a surge, really; it was more of a lurch. Her knees buckled and sent her crumpling to the dirt. She couldn’t go on. Her strength had fled, her fear along with it.

She was only dimly aware of the howls piercing the chill night air, the ghostly glow of Raphoe, largest of the three moons. She could feel the closeness of the trees, smell the scent of the pines. The loamy earth might just as well have been a soft bed. She was numb with exhaustion. What did it matter if the beasts fell upon her, ripped her throat out, and devoured her flesh? Everyone had to die some time, and right now, dying felt so much easier than—

“Up, lassie. Come on, up now.”

A strong hand clamped about her forearm, pulled her to her feet like a father might lift a child that had fallen and grazed its knee. At least, any normal father.

“Please…” She trembled with the effort of speaking. “I can’t go on. Too hard. It’s just too hard.” She slipped from his grip and lay back down.

She could hear them crashing through the undergrowth, growling, roaring, panting. They were close. Too close.

“Go,” she said. “Leave me.”

“Change.” Nameless stepped over her to face the oncoming threat. “Make yourself smaller.”

“What?” It was hardly the time for—

“The dwarf thing,” Nameless growled. “So I can carry you.”

Her mind swam with images that rose to the surface like ink in water and then faded away. Davy. She saw her little brother, Davy, bruised and beaten, eyes aghast at what the bastard had done to him—what she’d failed to protect him from.

Another chorus of howls ripped through the night.

“Quickly,” Nameless snapped. “They’re here.”

She shut her eyes tight, the better to focus. The image was weak, but she’d grown familiar with the form of late. She felt a wave of nausea roll up from her stomach to her head; felt her limbs contracting, her face broadening. Itchy hair sprouted from her chin and cheeks.

Nameless grabbed her roughly, slung her over his shoulder, and then he was off, pounding the ground with his boots.

She looked up and saw the first of the wolf-men burst through into the clearing, a huge grey male with slobber drooling from its black lips. It roared when it saw them, nostrils flaring, curved fangs glinting in the silver light. She thumped Nameless’s back, and he whirled.

“Shog!” The dwarf lowered Ilesa to the ground and took a two-handed grip on his axe. “Crawl on, lassie. Let’s see if these mongrels like the taste of cold steel.”

Ilesa rolled to her back and forced herself to sit. Her fingers found the hilt of her sword, struggled to pull it free. She was tired. So tired.

More and more wolf-men loped into view. They bunched into a pack, jostling each other and growling. Then they spread out to either side, some disappearing back into the trees.

“Flanking us,” Nameless grumbled. “Have they no honor?”

Ilesa got to her feet and drew her sword and dagger. She stumbled, but steadied herself with a jolting lunge.

Nameless spared her a look, as if he were willing her to recover. His eyes were sparkling from the depths of their sockets, and she drew strength from them.

“Can you go on?” he asked.

Ilesa licked her lips and shook her head. She didn’t even have the energy to maintain the morphing, and winced as her limbs stretched back to normal and the skin of her face grew once more smooth and hairless. She saw the disappointment in Nameless’s eyes, but then she looked at him more carefully.

There was something about the dwarf that had been tugging away at the back of her mind. Something different. She stared at his gnomic face, and then she realized what it was. When she’d joined his quest in Malfen, he’d been bald as an egg and clean shaven. When he’d fallen from the cliff a few days ago, he’d got nothing more than a stubbly growth; but now—impossible as it seemed—he had a good few inches of beard and a thick head of hair. Was that usual for a—

The big grey wolf-man dropped to all fours and charged.

“Keep close, and mind the axe,” Nameless said. It sounded like there was a quiver of trepidation in his voice, but it may have been Ilesa’s hearing, for next thing, he started to sing in a booming bass.

“I once knew a girl with a red-bearded chin…”

Wolf-men tore from the trees either side, and more came from behind, yipping and howling. The forest was alive with their great loping bodies. There must have been half a hundred, if not more.

The big grey leapt, bared fangs coming straight for the dwarf’s throat.

At the last possible moment, Nameless swayed and swung, the double-bladed axe shearing clean through its neck. The head flew like a child’s ball, and the body crumpled into a spasming heap, spurting gouts of dark blood from the stump of its neck.

The pack faltered and began to circle them. A scarred male darted in and then turned back, keeping its distance. Another tried the same thing on the opposite side.

Ilesa’s heart was thumping strongly now, pumping blood to her muscles and preparing them for the fight. It was borrowed strength, she knew from experience, but at least she no longer felt like curling up and dying.

“That certainly showed them,” Nameless said, raising an eyebrow. “Always take out the pack leader first, I say. Nine times out of ten, the rest will turn tail and flee.”

“They don’t look much like fleeing,” Ilesa said. The wolf-men were inching closer, snarling and slashing the air with their claws. “Maybe that wasn’t the pack leader.”

Nameless rubbed his new growth of beard and narrowed his eyes as he looked about. “Perhaps it was the song that scared them.” He took in a great gulp of air and sang, “Her name was Red Tilda, her drink it was gin…”

The pack howled in unison and pressed in closer.

“She downed it in gallons that caused her to sing, with a ho humping diddly doo lecherous grin.”

A wolf-man stood on its hind legs, beat its chest, and ran at them.

“Forgot the words.” Nameless made a show of scratching his head. “Only seem to remember them when I’ve downed a couple of flagons.”

Ilesa dropped into a fighting crouch, and the wolf-man broke off its attack. “Brave, aren’t they? Speaking of which, you see anything of Nils and Silas?”

Nameless looked back the way they’d come. “Not since the first attack. Reckon they cut us off deliberately, you know, divide and conquer. Gods of Arnoch, I hate wolves.”

“You reckon they’re dead?” She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Nils was an ass, but she’d rather he didn’t die. As for Silas, far as she was concerned—

“Boy’s tougher than he looks,” Nameless said. “Got a good heart, despite appearances. And Silas is a cockroach when it comes to survival.”

The wolf-men were circling them faster and faster, working their way up into a frenzy.

“So, what now? Wait till they swamp us?”

“They won’t do that,” Nameless said. “They’ll dash in, take a bite, and withdraw. They’ll keep it up till we bleed out what’s left of our strength.”

“Well, that won’t take long.” Already, the new wind she’d got was dropping back down into the doldrums.

Nameless raised his axe with one arm and extended the other to sight with. “Ah, then prepare to be amazed.”

He hurled the axe with such force, it knocked a wolf-man from its feet and buried deep in its guts.

“Not the brightest thing you’ve ever done,” Ilesa said. “Now you’ve got no—”

Her words died away as the axe wrenched itself clear of the wolf-man and flew gracefully back to Nameless’s hand. It had lost its dullness and started to glow golden.

“Now, what did I tell you?” He beamed. “That’ll see them off.”

“Uhm, Nameless…” Ilesa backed toward him.

“Hmm? Oh, shog.”

In a great chorus of barks and howls, the wolf-men surrounding them charged.

Ilesa’s heart jumped into her throat. She was afraid of no man, but a pack of rabid werewolves was another matter entirely.

Nameless shrugged and rolled his shoulders, hefting his axe and grinning like a mad man. His eyes, though, told another story. He knew what their chances were, same as she did.

A mangy beast leapt at Ilesa, jaws gaping wide. She spun out of the way, slashing it across the snout with her sword and following up with a dagger through the eye. The wolf-man yelped and dropped.

Nameless’s axe was a glitter of gold, chopping with murderous precision. The dwarf was as planted as a rock, no give in him whatsoever. A flurry of fur stole him from Ilesa’s vision and she was suddenly fighting for her life, ducking and stabbing, tumbling, kicking, twisting. The world was a blur of fangs and claws, and she danced through it on pure instinct, making each move before she’d even had chance to think.

But perfection is ephemeral, Master Plaguewind had told her back in the guild. It comes only in fleeting moments, sublime patches on a canvas that is, after all, only human.

A claw took her across the back, and her sword went flying. She whirled with the dagger, but fangs cut into her wrist. She snatched it away, losing skin in a spray of blood, and kicked her attacker in his all-too-human balls, betting he wished that was one part of his anatomy that hadn’t survived the change.

She heard Nameless bellowing out his stupid song above the roars of the wolves but took scant relief from the fact he was still alive. Not even he could last against such numbers, such ferocity.

A wolf-man sprang from either side. She stepped back, right into the path of another. Teeth snapped down, but somehow she twisted and rammed her dagger through its upper jaw. The wolf-man wrenched away from the blade, spraying Ilesa with its blood.

Another hit her hard, knocking the dagger from her hand and spinning her to the ground. She panicked, and in that instant fur began to form on her forearms, but then they were all over her, a stinking mass of mangy curs, ripping, scratching, baying for her blood. She shut her eyes and tensed, waiting for the killing bite, but then a terrific rumble rolled through the earth.

The sky rushed closer, and the trees at the edge of the clearing fell away, as if they’d been dropped into a chasm.

The wolf-men yelped and broke off, loping away downhill toward what could still be seen of the treetops. When they disappeared from view, Ilesa heard splashing and howling.

She clambered to her feet and reclaimed her weapons.

Nameless stood atop a pile of dead wolf-men. He was riddled with scratches and bites, but he still clutched his axe, the veins on his arms sticking up along the contours of his swollen thews.

“Come back, you shoggers!” he yelled, shaking his axe after them. “I’ve not finished with you yet.”

“What the Abyss just happened?” Ilesa asked.

They were atop a craggy knoll that had forced its way up from the forest floor. She strode to the edge of the summit and looked down in astonishment. Below, where there had been woodland, there was now water glimmering in the light of the three moons. The knoll formed an island jutting up from the center of a lake. It was barely twenty feet across, but it must have risen more than that above the water level at its highest.

The wolf-men were splashing toward the shore some hundred yards distant. One of them screamed, an altogether human sound of terror and pain. The others reached the bank and climbed out, shaking their fur dry in silver sprays.

A huge dark wake trailed them through the water and then abruptly vanished.

Nameless trudged up beside Ilesa, axe slung over his shoulder. “Suns are coming up again. Shog, things change quickly here.” He glanced at her arm where tufts of blood-drenched fur still covered the skin. “Hurt bad?” he asked.

Ilesa shielded the wound with her hand, willing the fur to fade. She was left with a vicious, weeping gash, but at least the skin was human once more.

She looked up slowly, expecting to see anger in the dwarf’s eyes. He’d seen it, she was certain. Seen that she’d tried to change, that she’d have left him, if she could. She hated herself for it. After all, he’d stayed behind for her; but she’d panicked, changed on instinct.

“I…” She lowered her eyes, not knowing what to say.

“You fought well, lassie.” He clapped her on the shoulder. “Did us both proud. Now, let’s look at that bite before you go and bleed to death. Should have some thread and a needle in my pack.”

She held out her arm, watching the wolf-men on the shore.

As the suns rapidly took to the sky, the wolf-men began to cry and shudder. They scampered toward the trees, limbs warping, fur fading, until the last thing she saw was dozens of naked men disappearing into the forest.

 




TWENTY-FOUR

NILS

Nils clung on like an infant sloth. He’d slipped and rolled so that his arse faced the ground twenty feet below, and his arms and legs were wrapped tightly around the branch. Pine needles had gotten inside his clothes and pricked his skin. He’d have been scratching like a flea-infested monkey, if he’d had the guts to let go with one arm; only he didn’t, not with a dozen wolf-men down below, circling the tree and making grasping leaps for the lower branches.

Say whatever you like about Nils Fargin, he thought as he struggled to hold on, but he can bloody well climb.

Climbing was his main role in the Night Hawks, probably the only reason Dad had let him join so young. Cat burglary was his thing, and there was no one better. Least no one he’d ever heard of.

Nils’s ankles came uncrossed on the branch, slipping to either side.

“Shit,” he swore, hooking first one leg, then the other back over.

The wolf-men responded with howls of frustration.

He couldn’t keep this up much longer. Already felt like he had acid for blood from gripping so tight, and his limbs were growing leaden. Weren’t just the tree he couldn’t hold on to, neither. His bladder was full to bursting, and if he didn’t do something about it soon, the wolf-men would be getting an unexpected shower.

He sucked in a deep breath, steeled himself, and swung his left leg further round the branch, forcing his body to follow. At the same instant, the tree shook as a deafening roar ripped through the forest.

The wolf-men yelped and scarpered. Pine needles rained down in great green clouds. And Nils fell.

He hit the ground with a thud, and the breath whooshed from his lungs. The front of his britches grew hot and damp. Felt like he’d been clobbered from behind with a sledgehammer and broken every bone in his body. Gradually, though, sensation returned, and he was able to twitch his fingers and toes. Nils didn’t believe much in miracles, but he was sure he’d just been on the receiving end of one. Gingerly at first, and then with growing confidence, he climbed to his feet and swept the pine needles from his clothes.

“Oh, my shogging…”

Above the trees, off in the direction he’d last seen Nameless and Ilesa running, a craggy peak had risen from the earth. The twin suns of Aosia were already streaking blood across the horizon, and in their crimson glow, he could see the silhouettes of two tiny figures atop the mound.

Last he’d seen of Silas, the wizard had bolted for a hole in the ground. There’d been two wolf-men on his tail, and Nils doubted he’d have made it. Just like ferreting a rabbit, they’d have dragged him out by the seat of his pants. He shook his head at the stupidity; weren’t Silas supposed to be educated?

Nils caught sight of the book Nameless had lent him, the Lek Vae that had belonged to a dwarf called Thumil. It was lying open on the ground, where it had slipped from his pack. He stooped to pick it up and was surprised, and not a little proud, that he actually recognized some of the words. Nils was starting to think he had something of an aptitude for letters, which was another minor miracle. Nameless said the book was written in Old Dwarven, a language that Silas pointed out was the same as the Ancient Vanatusian used in official Senate documents back in Jeridium. It was known as the language of the educated, but Nils was already getting the hang of it. It had fallen open on the passage Silas had been working on with him at dusk. Just before the wolf-men had come.

For all his annoying ways, you couldn’t deny Silas was a good teacher. Damn sight better than Magistra Archyr, and that was a fact.

He unshouldered his pack and put the Lek Vae away. The simple recollection of the reading session by the campfire made him decide he at least owed it to Silas to go look for him. Maybe all he’d find was chewed-up meat, but he still owed him all the same.

Slinging his pack over his shoulder and taking a good grip on the hilt of his sword, he backtracked toward the hole Silas had scooted down. Must’ve been some kind of burrow, Nils reckoned. He shuddered to think what kind of creature made such a big hole.

He got no further than a few strides when a wolf-man darted out from behind a tree. Nils half-drew his sword as he stepped back, tripped on a root, and fell on his arse.

The wolf-man glared at him, then looked up at the suns and whimpered. It turned tail and ran into the woods, and as it did so, Nils saw the fur fade from its body until it was just a naked man.

A strange silence settled over the forest. No more howling. No bird song, neither. Just the gentle blowing of the breeze through the trees.

He hurried back along the way they’d come until he spotted the burrow. There were two naked men crumpled on the ground outside, both with horribly charred skin. He was about to duck into the hole when he noticed a crisscrossing of red mist over the opening. He stepped back.

“Silas?” he called. “Silas, you in there?”

He strained to listen and was rewarded with a sound like the turning of pages. A feverish muttering started up. He thought it was Silas, but he couldn’t be sure. The words were foreign, the tone guttural and inhuman.

“Silas?” he called again, but the voice from inside continued with its gobbledygook, getting louder and more frenzied. “Silas, if that’s you, hang on. I’m going to find the others, and then I’ll be right back.”

No response, but Nils shuddered at the chill that was creeping its way up his spine. Whatever was going on in there, it didn’t feel right.

He made his way back through the pines, heading toward the rocky hill that had pushed its way up through the earth. His legs were chafing from his wet britches, so he was relieved to reach the edge of the forest and see that the hill was actually an island set in the middle of a lake. It was maybe a hundred yards from the shore to the island. The figures he’d spotted earlier were seated, one examining the other’s arm.

“Nameless!” he hollered, waving. “Ilesa!”

They stood and waved back. Nameless cupped his hands in front of his mouth and yelled, “We’re stuck.”

“Can’t you just swim for it?” Nils called back. That’s what he’d have done. He weren’t just a good climber. Reckoned he could out-swim a dolphin, if it came to it.

Nameless dropped his chin to his chest.

“He can’t swim,” Ilesa shouted.

“Wait there,” Nils called, immediately realizing how silly that sounded. Where else could they go? “I’ll come over, and we can help him back.”

“What?” Nameless looked up. “I am not getting in that water. And besides, I think there’s something in there.”

Nils shook his head and laughed. “Just hang on.” He started to pull down his britches, and then remembered they could do with a wash, so he left them on. He undid his boots, kicked them off, and stepped into the water.

It was icy cold, but he’d endured worse.

He waded out up to his knees and then froze as a gigantic scaly head broke the surface, a long sinuous neck rearing up beneath it. Amber eyes glared hungrily at him, and a wide maw gaped open to reveal a forked tongue and fangs that could skewer a man.

“Get out of the water!” Nameless yelled, brandishing his axe—for all the good it would do.

Nils splashed backward, but it was too late.

The serpent lunged at him with the speed of an arrow.

Even quicker, though, was Nameless’s axe, which whistled through the air like a comet and struck the monster square on the skull.

The serpent twisted and roared, and Nils gasped as the axe spun in midair and sailed straight back to Nameless’s hand. He backed all the way onto the shore and scooted toward the trees on his rear.

The serpent swayed for a moment and then dived beneath the surface. It headed toward the island, an enormous V-wake trailing it through the water.

 




TWENTY-FIVE

SILAS

Silas?” a voice cried from outside. It seemed familiar, but impossibly distant, like the fading sounds of a dream upon waking.

Silas’s lips continued to move to the rhythms and tones of the spell on the page before him. His tongue curled around words never intended for human utterance, gargled sounds he dimly recognized from the lectures of Magister Quilth: the barbarous names of the goetic theurgy ascribed to Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia.

“Silas, if that’s you, hang on…”

The open grimoire continued to compel his attention and draw it inward, away from the noise outside. Symbols swirled on the page: sigils and letters—the words of the warding. A thrill ran up his spine. A pleasant tingling pricked under his skin. Good, his flesh seemed to say. Gooood.

The chatter of his usually frenetic mind dissolved into a stillness he could only think of as white. It felt serene. It felt satisfying. It felt good.

The smell of roasted flesh wafted through the crimson web of mist covering the mouth of the burrow. The wolf-men had died instantly, the fur retracting inside their skin until two lifeless humans remained. Silas wasn’t sure if his spell—the book’s—had effected the transformation, or if it was the rising of the twin suns. Whatever the cause, he was certain of one thing: they were lycanthropes, the werewolves he’d read about in the books of folklore he’d hungered after as a child. He shouldn’t have been surprised, not after the zombies they’d encountered once they’d crossed the Farfalls; not after the legends he’d studied at the Academy concerning the dark side of Aosia. Whatever phantasms invaded the human mind during sleep, the son of Mananoc dreamed darker. After all, was it not said that many of the things that came to a man at night were the distant echoes of the Daeg’s nightmares?

He watched the red tendrils of magic pulsing like malignant veins. They seemed hungry for someone else to try the entrance. Silas knew he should banish the spell, leave the burrow, and look for the others, but was it worth the risk? Could even Nameless have survived the wolf-pack? Ilesa?

A recollected voice rose from the depths: Silas, you in there? It had been Nils, he knew that now, far away, speaking to him from another place—or had it been right outside? A ripple zipped through Silas’s heart. What if Nils had touched the ward?

He could see nothing but the two naked corpses shimmering in the hellish glow of the web. Was there a third body out of view? He scanned the page for the words of banishment, but the letters were a blur.

I’ll be right back, Nils had said.

See, he can’t have touched the ward. He’s quite all right.

Yes, but… Who is this? Silas stared at the grimoire, then cast a look over his shoulder into the darkness behind.

And besides, what do you care? Why do you even need him when you have all you need right here? All you ever dreamed of and more.

“Who is this?” Silas whispered, dropping the book and inching back deeper into the burrow.

Read, said one of his own thoughts, so loud it could have been a voice—but a voice from between his ears. Read more.

“Stop it.” Silas tried to get farther away, but his limbs wouldn’t obey. He began to shiver, and at the same time, cold sweat beaded on his skin. “Stop it!”

You know you want to. It will make you feel better. You know it will. Come back to me. Read. Reeeead.

“No,” Silas said, his voice hoarse and broken; and then he felt the almost tangible tug of chains restraining his will. “Yes.” He reached out a hand and crawled toward the grimoire on his knees.

Have I not kept you safe? Given you the power to defeat your enemies? Is that not proof enough that I am your friend?

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

It had to be. Nothing else made any sense. How much had he already learned from the pages of Blightey’s book? How much had his power grown? Without the book’s aid, he’d have been impotent against the zombies. Without the warding it had shown him, the wolf-men would have feasted on his flesh. He drew closer to the grimoire, fingers extended, straining, stretching out for it.

Something growled in the darkness behind. Dimly, Silas was aware of a great bulk surging up from the depths of the burrow. It snarled, and he heard the rush of air as it lunged.

He winced and braced himself against a strike he was sure would end his life there and then, but the grimoire skidded across the ground and made contact with his fingers first. A wave of oily blackness rolled through his arms and spilled from his back. There was a strangled cry, a pulpy splash, and a heavy thud.

Silas scrabbled round to face it and gasped. The steaming carcass on the floor of the burrow was white and thickly furred, with ears as long as a man was tall. Pinkish eyes rolled up slowly into its head, and its jaw sagged open to reveal two saber-like teeth.

See, his errant thoughts gloated. See how good we are together.

“Yes,” Silas said, turning his eyes back to the grimoire. “Yes, I see.”

All I am, I give to you. This time the thoughts seemed to emanate from the book itself. I will reveal every secret. Every secret.

“Show me.” Silas stroked the open page as if it were the skin of a lover. He lifted the grimoire, closed it gently, and cradled it. “Show me.”

Heat welled at the base of his spine, shifting, twisting—uncoiling. It rushed from vertebra to vertebra, as if it were climbing a ladder, until it reached his brain and erupted with the intensity of a small sun. Every muscle in his body cramped rigid, and Silas screamed silently in some hidden compartment of his mind.

The fire in his skull contracted suddenly and shot from his eyes in twin beams of silvery light. Where the streams converged, a flickering figure appeared in the air to the accompaniment of crackling static. It blinked in and out of sight. A ripple ran from its head to its toes, and then it snapped into focus.

A man stood before Silas, limned with silver. He was dressed like the pictures of the Ancients from Vanatus in a pinstriped jacket and matching trousers. A deep crimson cravat drooped over the lapels and completely covered his neck. A long face that tapered to a prominent, dimpled chin sat atop it, as if an afterthought. The skin was ashen, the nose sharp and aquiline, and the eyes were void, the irises as black as the pupils. Coiffed white hair swept away from a high forehead and fell below the shoulders; it was stained with greasy yellow streaks. The man wore a gold ring with the biggest stone Silas had ever seen—amber, by the looks of it, and with something dark and many-legged encased at its center. The fingers of both hands were long and thin, interlaced, as if in prayer, but held just above the level of the crotch.

The head swiveled, as if looking for an interlocutor, and then thin, cracked lips parted to reveal the decaying stumps of brownish teeth.

“My dear, dear Worthy. You have received the Word and heeded it. You have faithfully followed my statutes and been obedient unto my laws.”

“What laws? Who—?” Silas said, but the man continued as if he hadn’t heard; as if Silas were not there.

“If you are watching this, it is because I no longer endure, and the Void has come to claim me.” The voice had a rasping quality, the barest hint of a lisp. “It is also because you have in your possession the book of my life, my theurgy, and my ordinances, and it has deemed you worthy.” A grin tugged at the corners of the man’s lips, and the skin of his sallow cheeks stretched thin and seemed about to split.

Blightey? Silas opened his mouth to ask, but the man raised an elongated finger and wagged it. The eyes remained focused elsewhere.

“Remain silent and hearken to my voice.”

An icy thrill ran through Silas’s veins, and he clamped his mouth shut. He dared not blink, lest he missed something—a gesture, an expression, the merest sign in the depths of those inky eyes. His limbs began to shake and sweat streamed down his face.

“Although you can see me, I am unable to respond. Call me a vision, call me a ghost, if that will help you comprehend, but know who I am, my Worthy. Know that I am Dr. Otto Blightey, once considered a luminary, when such accolades were spoken of; a man of science when it was fashionable; a conjurer, warlock, alchemist and sorcerer; a necromancer who has walked the dark places of the cosmos and set foot where angels would not dare tread.

“But what has it all been for, if I do not perdure? And know that I have not done so, not if you are hearing this; not if you have set eyes upon this phantom. I did not lie when I said I had entered the Void, for that is the only place that could deny me existence. I have passed beyond salvation, but there is one last thing I can achieve, if that is what is ordained.” Again, the grin, and this time it was accompanied by a gurgling chuckle. “For even in death, I would reach out my right hand and bequeath you the knowledge of millennia. The universe may have finished with me, let me slip from the mind of the Creator, but my wisdom will endure. And it is you, only you, who can receive it, for you are the Worthy, the one the path was prepared for; the one who is to come.”

Me? Silas willed himself to speak, but his lips did not respond. Me? I am the Worthy?

Of course! Who else? Who else had dared read from the book? Who else had the knowledge to decipher its secrets? Who else had the courage to seek what it promised in the nightmare realm of Cerreth?

Blightey’s eyes gleamed like polished obsidian. “You. You are the Worthy, not some arbitrary chosen one, but a conqueror of wisdom, the one who pulls himself up by his own bootstraps. Your way has been hard…”

The chains fell away from Silas’s will. “Yes! Yes, it has been hard.” No one understood how hard. All the hours of study, the doubts, the warnings.

“… but you have prevailed. You have great knowledge. Hidden knowledge. The knowledge that has been the preserve of but a few in all the epochs of man.”

“I do,” Silas said, riding a wave of euphoria that threatened to burst through the top of his head. “I have secret knowledge. No one else…”

“And yet there is so much more.” Blightey looked up, as if at an endless sky, then dropped his eyes to gaze upon ponderous depths. “Death is no end, my Worthy. No end at all. Not to one who has reached into every dark pocket of existence and harnessed every occult law found therein to his purposes. Beyond the grave, there is so much more: an infinity of wisdom that only an immortal could ever hope to acquire. All you need is faith, my Worthy. Faith in me.”

“I have it,” Silas said, blood whooshing in his ears. “I have faith.”

“You have read of the Ebon Staff…”

“Yes!” Silas thumbed through the pages of the grimoire, seeking the reference that had led him to cross the Farfalls. “I am searching for—”

“…and you have quested for it, as indeed you were meant to.”

Meant to? But—

“And now you are ready. There is a diagram at the very center of my book…”

Silas flicked through it until he came to the middle, where dark stitches ran like a sutured scar between the pages, reinforcing the brown resin that glued the book together. Ten circles in various faded colors were joined by intersecting lines, each labeled in a blockish script he’d seen in one or two of the older grimoires but had never comprehended. There were more of the cryptic letters within each circle, and at the foot of the page there was an inscription in Ancient Vanatusian, which translated as, “It is a tree of life to those who cleave to it.”

“Gaze upon it, my Worthy. Do not take your eyes from the page. Do not even blink. If the Lord of All Things himself dares distract you, strangle him for a cursed dog.”

The apparition of Blightey began to fade.

“Stare at it. Stare, and do not falter. If you succeed in this, the way will become known to you. The staff will be yours, and it will unlock the final secrets of my book.”

Silas felt rather than saw Blightey vanish. His eyes were riveted to the pages, and nothing this side of the Supernal Realm would make him look away.

Nothing at all.

 




TWENTY-SIX

NAMELESS

Shog,” Nameless said. “Now look what I’ve gone and done.”

A vast, undulating shadow moved with frightening speed beneath the surface of the lake. The water above bubbled and churned, falling away in a V-wake that extended back to the shore, where Nils was still visible, scrambling to his feet and waving like a lunatic.

“Think we get the message, laddie,” Nameless muttered as he hefted his axe and set himself, one boot on a knob of rock that was lapped by gentle waves.

“Get back from the water,” Ilesa said.

Nameless glanced at her over his shoulder. “Not till I’ve taken at swing at it.”

The island grew to a peak some thirty-odd feet above the lake. It was like a fist of rock that had burst to the surface, and Ilesa stood above him at the base of the pointing finger. Her back was to the pinnacle, and she stared wide-eyed down at the approaching horror, dagger in one hand, sword in the other.

Nameless turned back to the water as a colossal scaled head broke the surface and twirled skyward on a sinuous neck. Eyes like evil suns glared venomously, and the jaws parted wide enough to swallow a mule. It swayed and then lunged, fangs glistening in the dawn light.

“Smile, you ugly shogger!” Nameless bellowed.

He swung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords overhead and brought it down with thunderous force on the monster’s skull. It was like striking steel. The axe bounced off, spinning through the air, even as Nameless lost his footing and tumbled straight toward the waiting maw. He flailed about for something to grab onto. He found nothing, but something found him.

Ilesa’s fingers wrapped around his wrist, stronger than he’d imagined, and she yanked him away from the water’s edge.

Nameless rolled to his knees and held out a hand to catch the axe, which waited for him in midair. His goat was well and truly gotten, and he was damned if a shogging snake was going to make a fool of him.

He stood with a snarl and spun to face the serpent, but its hissing head was already barreling straight at him. He twisted aside at the last second, but a curved fang caught his mail hauberk and sent half a dozen links clinking to the rocks.

“Retreat, you stumpy bastard!” Ilesa said, weaving her blades through the air in a glittering blur.

The serpent reared up and watched the display, head swaying, body coiling and rippling in the water.

“I’m not done yet.” Nameless spun with the axe, throwing his entire weight into a concussive blow against the monster’s lower jaw. The jolt that ran up his arm felt like he’d been struck with a warhammer.

“All right, fair point, lassie,” he said, backing onto higher ground.

Ilesa stepped away from the serpent, still twirling her blades.

The monster’s great head shook, as if it were clearing the effects of too much grog, and then it lunged at her. Nameless gawped as Ilesa backflipped, landing with perfect poise right beside him.

“Up,” she said, and led the way with the easy grace of a panther.

Nameless didn’t need telling twice. He felt the blast of the serpent’s breath on his back as he climbed the natural steps toward the pinnacle’s top. He had visions of razor-sharp fangs ripping out the seat of his britches.

“Can’t reach us up here,” Ilesa said, sitting on the summit and leaning her elbows on her knees, weapons held limply.

Nameless wasn’t so sure. He pressed his back to the rock and kept his axe ready.

The serpent’s head darted toward them but pulled back at the last second. Ilesa was right. It barely came up to their ankles. It roared and shook its writhing body, spraying them with brackish water.

“Sorry, shogger,” Nameless said. “Go catch yourself a fish.”

The jaws gaped so much, Nameless thought the serpent’s head might split. It flicked out its tongue, hissing like a forge bellows, thrashed about in the lake, and then dived beneath the surface with an almighty splash.

“That told him,” Nameless said, sitting down beside Ilesa. “So, lassie, this is cozy.”

Already, the thrill of battle was ebbing away, and the black dog was crowding out his good cheer once more. He couldn’t afford to let it cripple him this time, not stuck out in the middle of a lake with a monstrous serpent hunting them. “Know any good songs?”

Ilesa turned her nose up, then looked down at her feet.

Nameless could tell she was still struggling with what had happened earlier, back when she’d almost left him to the wolf-men. He reckoned she’d more than made up for it with the serpent, though. He knew people. He knew she’d come out right.

“About what happened earlier, lassie.” Ilesa stiffened, but Nameless pressed on. He needed to keep talking before the dark mood robbed him of the power of speech. “You did good.”

Ilesa snorted and turned her back to him, glaring out over the settled waters of the lake. Her shoulders were bunched up about her neck, and the slightest tremor rippled through her bodice. She may have been crying.

“More than good,” Nameless went on, giving his voice a jollity he didn’t feel. “You did as much as anyone could, given the circumstances. So what if you panicked? That’s just the way of things. People aren’t much different to animals, when all’s said and done. Got our need to survive, same as they have.”

“Drop it,” Ilesa muttered. She sniffed and wiped her nose with her forearm.

“What I mean to say is—”

“I said drop it.” She spun round to face him, not attempting to hide the dampness in her eyes. “I know what I am, got it? No pussyfooting around by you is going to change that. You stayed for me, and I returned the favor by trying to leave you behind. Big shogging deal. That’s what I’ve always done. Always will. Brau employed me as an assassin, for shog’s sake. What do you expect?”

Nameless laid his axe against a rock and rubbed his new growth of beard. The damned thing hadn’t stopped growing since he’d found the axe. Maybe the Paxa Boraga didn’t like the thought of being wielded by a hairless dwarf. Seemed like a good idea at the time—to wear his shame like a badge. The deeper they went into Cerreth, though, the more his sense of purpose returned, the less patience he had with self pity. It wasn’t his way. It wasn’t the dwarvish way, either. He might not have seen himself as much of a dwarf, but King Arios had in his city beneath the waves; and according to the King, the axe had, too.

If you are not of the bloodline of the Exalted, the Paxa Boraga will reject you.

Nameless kicked the axe.

Well, maybe it should have—the voice of the darkness welling up from beneath the surface of his mind. Remember what happened before?

Don’t, the last threads of resistance replied. Don’t even go there. Why would the axe accept me, if it believed I was nothing but a butcher? What if I truly carry the blood of the Exalted?

The darkness replied, Tell yourself that, if it helps, but did you not feel something similar when you found the black axe in the depths of Aranuin?

“No,” Nameless said out loud, and then muttered into his beard, “I will not succumb. I will not.”

“What?” Ilesa said, pressing her face up close, eyes burning and indignant. “What did you say?”

“Hmm? Nothing. I was just…”

Her face softened, her scowl giving way to a frown of concern. “You getting morose again? Shutting down?”

It was an effort to lift his chin, but he managed to give her a weak smile.

“Well, you can forget it,” Ilesa said. “I’m not doing that dwarf thing, all right? I’m not in the mood.”

Nameless sighed and tried to push himself upright. Heaviness had seeped into his limbs, and he sank back down. He was aware of splashing nearby. The serpent was still out there. He shook his head. He’d been useless against it. Even with the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, he’d been like a child throwing stones at a dragon.

Ilesa’s hand fell to his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

It was a simple statement, but Nameless heard the sincerity. He felt her shudder, knew tears were running down her face but couldn’t bring himself to look. She leaned into him, brought her cheek close to his.

“Maybe this will help.”

Her lips touched his, warm and wet. He was too shocked to respond, but then she pulled his mouth roughly against hers, her kissing fierce and urgent. Her hands fumbled at his belt, found a way inside his britches. A brand of fire lit up the darkness, set his heart pounding.

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” Ilesa pulled away and stood. “I just can’t.”

“Is it the beard? I can always shave—”

With a roar and a splash, the serpent’s head burst from the water and swung toward Ilesa. It snapped at her feet, but she skipped back just in time.

Nameless was up in a flash, the axe finding his hand rather than the other way round. He thrust Ilesa behind him and took a swing, but the serpent recoiled and plunged once more into the lake.

“Persistent shogger, isn’t it?” Still, the excitement had roused him from his depression. Or had it been Ilesa’s touch?

“Look,” she said. “Let’s start again. Promise me you won’t mention what happened with the wolf-men.”

Nameless looked at her, then back at the roiling surface of the lake.

“Promise me.”

“You have my word, lassie.”

She visibly relaxed and then smiled. “Thank you. I know you’re trying to be kind, but believe me, it doesn’t help.”

What happened to you? he wanted to ask, then thought better of it. “Well, if there’s anything—”

“There isn’t.” It was like a door closing on that topic of conversation. She bolted it by slamming her sword into its scabbard. Her shoulders were drawn back, her chin raised, her demeanor suddenly haughty, as if she’d never shed a tear in her life. It reminded Nameless of himself. “So, dwarfy, fancy a swim?”

Nameless laughed, a deep rumbling belly laugh. Nothing he liked more than a good joke. All they needed was a couple of flagons of ale, and he’d be happy as a pig in—

“I’m serious,” Ilesa said. “That thing isn’t going to hang around the island forever. Sooner or later, it’ll need to go eat, if it can’t take a bite out of one of us.”

Nameless grunted, his guts already cramping like a giant fist had given them a good squeeze.

“All we need do,” Ilesa carried on, “is watch it for a while. If it’s anything like a normal snake, it’s got a brain the size of a pea. There’s got to be a pattern to its movements. We wait till we know what that is, then choose the best moment to swim for…”

Cold worked its way through Nameless’s guts.

“Except, you can’t swim.” Ilesa thrust her fists into her hips and glared out over the water. “Shit. Maybe Nils can build us a raft or something.”

Nameless hoped not. Boat or no boat, it still meant being on the water. It still meant entering that thing’s domain. It was already bad enough that they couldn’t hurt it on dry land. He caught sight of a red ooze seeping through the bandage he’d wrapped around Ilesa’s forearm. “That cut all right, lassie?”

“Fine,” she said. “Stitches pulled when I used my sword.”

Nameless grunted, and then a thought occurred to him. “Remember what happened with those zombies?” Right on cue, his cuts and bites started to itch.

“This is different,” Ilesa said. “Lycanthrope bites don’t affect me. One of the boons of being the way I am, I guess.”

“I see,” Nameless said, running his fingers along the haft of his axe.

“How about you? No, let me guess: dwarven constitution?”

Nameless gave his toothiest grin. “How’d you know?” Of course, that hadn’t helped with the zombie bites, but the axe had taken care of the infection. He gripped it tighter, trusting it would do the same again. It might have been his imagination, but he could have sworn the handle shuddered, almost as if it had a pulse. The way he hated things unnatural and magical, it should have scared the shog out of him, but instead he felt strangely reassured.

“What the heck’s he doing?” Ilesa said. “Runt boy’s got his sword out.” She stretched up on tiptoe and visored her eyes.

Nameless did the same. His eyes probably weren’t as keen as hers, what with spending half a lifetime at the bottom of a ravine, but he could just about make out Nils looking around frantically before creeping back into the forest.

“Hope he’s all right,” Nameless grumbled. There was shog all he could do about it if the lad was in trouble. An idea suddenly sprang to mind. “Can’t you turn into a giant bird and fly us over there?”

Ilesa was still intent on the shoreline, no doubt wondering what was up with Nils. Maybe Silas was out there calling. Nameless hadn’t seen the wizard since the wolf-men’s attack.

“Never done wings,” Ilesa said. “But even assuming I could, I doubt I’d be able to carry that gut of yours any distance.”

“Gut?” Nameless said. “It’s solid muscle.”

“Whatever. I might be able to make a few changes so I can swim faster, though.”

“Fat lot of good that’ll do me.”

“You’d lie on your back and just float. I’ll pull you.”

“I am not shogging getting in the water. Not with that thing swimming about.”

As if to illustrate his point, the serpent broke the surface, glared at them a long moment, then submerged again.

“See that,” Nameless said. “It’s out there, waiting for us.”

“Big dwarf like you.” Ilesa gave him a mocking grin. “Scared of an over-sized worm.”

“I’m not scared.”

“Are.”

“Not.” He folded his arms across his chest and made a show of tapping his foot.

Ilesa gave a good-natured laugh. “Looks like we’re stuck here, then. At least until slave boy comes up with a plan.”

“Slave boy?”

“Yeah, you know, our illustrious guildmaster, Nils Farting. Isn’t that why you brought him along? To carry your gear?”

Well, that wasn’t the half of it, but he might have given that impression. “The lad’s all right. Give him time, and you’ll see.”

“Seen just about all I want to, I reckon. He’s probably found a way back to Malfen along with the wannabe dark lord.”

Nameless chuckled. “Silas’ll be all right, as well. He’s just a bit obsessed.” Thinking about the wizard gave Nameless another idea, one that might make their sojourn on the island a little more palatable.

“Say, you’re a magicker, too, aren’t you? Can’t you conjure up some beer like he does?”

“I don’t do magic,” Ilesa said, shaking her head. “It’s more personal than that.”

“Oh,” Nameless said. “No harm in asking, I hope.”

 




TWENTY-SEVEN

NILS

Nils weren’t jealous, and that was a fact. He grabbed his boots and started to put them on. It was just, every time Nameless and Ilesa sat down, he lost sight of them behind a rock. He was worried, that’s what he was. Just worried. It was bad enough being stuck in Cerreth with his companions. Shog only knew what he’d do if anything happened to them.

So, Nameless couldn’t swim. That was a laugh and a half. Made you wonder what they got up to in Arx Gravis. Weren’t they supposed to have their own canals at the foot of the ravine? Surely that meant they had water enough for swimming and the like. If you asked him—

The cracking of a twig shattered the silence like a thunderclap. Least it sounded like a twig.

Nils craned his neck to look behind at the trees, heart dancing a stomping jig. Surely it couldn’t be the wolf-men. Last he’d seen of them was a lily-white arse disappearing into the forest.

He spun round, half-expecting to stare straight into slavering jaws.

Nothing. There was nothing there, save the sullen-looking pine trees brooding over the edge of the lake. Didn’t seem possible he’d just legged it through there. The forest had taken on a creepy aspect now that gave Nils’s bowels a life of their own. Nothing for it but to hold it in, he decided. Ain’t no way he was dropping his britches anywhere near the lake. Not with that shogging great snake in the water.

He let his eyes rove back and forth, searching the trees for signs of movement. It was like a graveyard now. Not even the flutter of birds nesting in the branches. Not even the sound of the breeze whistling through the pine needles. But he’d definitely heard that snapping sound. The back of his neck had gone all cold and goose-fleshed. Nils knew the feeling well from back in Jeridium’s underworld. Someone, or something, was watching him. He’d stake his hind teeth on it. And he weren’t having it, neither. Not after all he’d been through since they left Malfen. If some spineless shogger was spying on him, he was gonna give them what for. He didn’t care how big they was, or whether they had fangs, fur, or rotting flesh. Nameless would have kicked their arse if he weren’t marooned on that poxy island, so Nils was gonna have to do it instead.

He drew his sword, the muscles in his arm taut, blue veins snaking beneath the skin. Whatever it was skulking in the trees had better watch out. Nils Fargin weren’t in no mood to take no shit from nobody.

He glanced back at the island, saw Ilesa visoring her eyes and looking in his direction. Nameless stood and joined her.

Fire burned in Nils’s guts, but he told himself it was anger at being watched. He strode for the tree line, but just as he passed beneath the first branches, he trod more warily.

Maybe it was a trap, an inner voice told him. What would a seasoned Night Hawk do? What would his dad have done? For a fleeting moment, he knew the dreadful truth that Buck Fargin would have screwed up, same as he always did. What about someone really stealthy, like that little runt Shadrak the Unseen? He’d brought the guilds to heel almost single-handedly. Weren’t a guildsman alive could sneak up on him.

Nils pressed close to a trunk and rolled around it, slipping to the next tree like a phantom. He was the thief in the night. He was the silent stalker. He was—

Well and truly shogged.

A stocky figure stepped out of the shadows beneath an overhanging bough. Before Nils could raise his sword, cold steel touched his throat, and a thickly bearded face pressed up so close he could smell what the dwarf had for dinner.

Because it was most definitely a dwarf.

“Where is he?” The dwarf’s eyes flitted left and right, as if he expected an attack at any moment.

Nils’s brain felt like someone had just plunged it into an icy flow. His thoughts got away from him like stampeding cattle. “Rabbit stew,” he said, not intending the words to come out.

The face pressed even closer, thick bristles scratching his skin, making him want to sneeze. “What?” the dwarf said.

“I…”

A meaty hand took hold of Nils’s collar, half strangled the life out of him. “I won’t ask again.”

“Who’s he?” Nils squealed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know,” the dwarf growled. “The Ravine Butcher. The Corrector. Shogger’s got you hunting us for him.”

Nils flapped his arms about, nicked himself on the shin with his sword, and swore. “No, you’ve got it all wrong. Nameless ain’t no butcher. Not no more. He’s just trying to help.”

“Yeah?” the dwarf said. “Well, he can help by cutting off his own head and saving us the trouble.” He stole a look behind, every muscle in his body tense. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

“He ain’t with me,” Nils said. “We got split up when we was attacked.”

“Wolf-men?”

Nils nodded.

“We ran into them, too,” the dwarf said. “Shoggers have up and left now the suns are in the sky.” He relaxed his grip a little.

Nils sucked in a deep breath. “You some kind of assassin?”

The dwarf glowered at that. “Wish I were. That would be too direct for the Council’s liking, though. No, I’m just a scout, watching to see you don’t get too close.”

“But now we have,” Nils said. “So, what happens next?”

The dwarf’s face tightened into a grimace, as though he were wrestling with some dark thought or other. “Maybe I should leave him a little warning.” He pressed harder with his dagger, and Nils felt the skin of his neck pop. Blood trickled down inside his shirt.

“What if I lead him away from you?” Nils said—he sounded just like his dad. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it.”

The scout grinned.

Nils didn’t like it one bit. For all his earlier bravado, the dwarf had seen right through him and revealed him for the spineless coward he really was. Nameless wouldn’t have backed down, and neither would Ilesa. Shog, even Silas had more balls than Nils.

“Tell him we’ve doubled back. Say we’re heading for Malfen and plan to return to Arx Gravis. Do that, and you might just get out of this alive.”

“But it’s all changed,” Nils protested. “The land keeps shifting. I don’t even know if we can find our way back.”

“Not my problem,” the scout said. “Long as you keep that murderer away from my people, I won’t have a reason to come looking for you. Chances are, you’ll not make it, in any case. Place is full of death, and I doubt even the Ravine Butcher will last long out here.”

“Nameless is only trying to let you know it’s all right to go back to Arx Gravis. Last thing he wants is something to happen to you. You’re all that’s left of his people.”

“You don’t say. And who’s to blame for that? Hundreds, thousands, cut down like they were just hunks of meat. Whole families. Those that weren’t killed by his hand perished in a war that he started. And you want to lead him to us? You want us to go back to Arx Gravis, after he drenched the entire city with the blood of our kin? My own wife, for pity’s sake. My brothers… Heads on spikes. Heads on shogging spikes!” The dwarf released him and stepped back, sheathing his dagger. “Do as I say: lead the shogger as far from us as possible. If I have to come back, you won’t get a chance to speak next time. That clear enough for you?”

Nils’s mouth was so dry, he couldn’t even swallow. He looked down at his boots, wishing he had the courage to say something about how it weren’t fair, how Nameless weren’t himself back then, least not the way Nils understood it. But all he could do was nod.

“Good,” the scout said, and then slid away into the forest, leaving Nils panting with relief that he was still alive.

On instinct, he checked the front of his britches; they were still sodden from being in the lake, but they didn’t seem to have gotten any wetter. His heart was fluttering like crazy, and he struggled to breathe. Finally, when he drew in a ragged gasp of air, his eyes filled with tears, and he dropped to his knees, trembling.

Say one thing about Nils Fargin, he thought. Say he’s pathetic.

A tortured creaking cut through his grief, the rustle of branches, a startled scream, and then a tremendous crash.

Nils rushed in the direction of the noise, suddenly not afraid anymore. Something had happened. Something horrific, by the sounds of it.

He drew up sharp, gawping at the scene before him.

A huge pine had fallen, the trees either side leaning precariously, branches bent and twisted. The roots were an exposed tangle sticking out of a clump of earth. It looked as though the tree had just pulled itself from the ground and toppled. A shudder passed along Nils’s spine. He flicked his eyes about, half-expecting the forest to come alive and close in on him. It was still, but he couldn’t suppress the feeling the trees were waiting for him to blunder into a well-prepared trap.

A moan broke his reverie, and he stared closer at the fallen pine. The soles of two boots were just visible poking out from beneath the trunk.

Nils worked his way around the roots to the other side of the tree and found the scout flat on his back, the trunk lying across both legs. Blood oozed from the corner of the dwarf’s mouth. As Nils knelt beside him, the dwarf groaned and stared with dull eyes, face creased with pain.

“Tree… Tree tried… tried to kill me.”

Nils could quite believe that. Place was starting to give him the creeps. His guts didn’t like it one churning bit.

“Your legs?”

“Broke…” The scout grimaced. “Broken.”

“Anything else?” Nils bent to examine the blood coming from the dwarf’s lips.

“Bit my shogging tongue. Hurts more’n the legs.”

Nils knew he’d never be able to lift the tree off, but he sheathed his sword and gave it a try anyway. Like he thought, it didn’t budge. He looked about for something that might help. An overhanging branch from the neighboring tree gave him an idea.

“What… what you thinking?” the dwarf asked.

“If I had some rope…”

The dwarf closed his eyes. “Didn’t bring any. Too heavy.”

“Wait here,” Nils said. “I mean don’t go… I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t… Not worth it. I’m done for. Just… remember what I said. Keep that bastard away from my people.”

Nils’s eyes alighted on a thick branch on one of the leaning trees. It had been split almost clean off and was hanging by a thread. If he could just get up there, he might be able to…

The dwarf shook his head. “Won’t work. Too short to give you enough leverage.”

Nils frowned at him.

“Get to know these things as a dwarf. Pa was…” The scout sucked in air through his teeth and screwed his face up. “My father was an engineer.”

It made no sense, but Nils was starting to feel guilty. It weren’t like he’d even known Nameless back then. He’d been just as scared as everyone else when the Ravine Butcher’s army had laid siege to Jeridium. He could still remember the distant booms as sappers tried to blow their way through the city walls. Still remembered the grim-faced legionaries building their defenses street by street, in case there was a breach. Mind you, bad as things had been in Jeridium, from what he’d heard, the dwarves had it worse at Arx Gravis.

“Well, we gotta shift this trunk somehow,” he said. “Heard about a man trapped under a slab of granite once.” Actually, it was more than once. Big Jake used to tell the tale when he was drunk—which was most of the time. The Olga Bridge had collapsed when the Night Hawks’ wagon train had passed over it. They were returning from a steal up in Portis. The bridge was ancient and riddled with cracks. One of the wagons had ended up in the shallows, shattered to splinters by falling stones. The driver got it worst, and they’d had to leave him trapped under the slab while tools were brought up from Jeridium. “When they finally freed him, the man got real sick and died. Big Jake—he was a wharfie, but he did jobs for the guild—said it was crush syn… syndro… Said the poor bastard’s own body made the poison that killed him.”

The scout nodded. “My pa said he’d seen the same thing in the mines. Doesn’t take long, either. Even if I told you where to find my people, bring help, it would be too late.”

“Tell me anyway,” Nils said. “I’m a good runner. Fastest in Jeridium.”

The dwarf attempted a weak smile but then shook his head. “I can’t risk it. Leave me. It’s better for one person to die than—”

“I ain’t leaving you, and that’s final.” Nils stared at the loamy ground beneath the dwarf, where a shallow depression had formed due to the weight of the trunk. If he had something to dig with…

He reached under the branches covering the dwarf’s waist and hips.

“What?” the scout said. “What is it?”

Nils’s fingers located the hilt of the dwarf’s dagger, and he yanked it clear of its sheath.

“Wait,” the scout said. “Let’s not be hasty.”

“You silly shogger,” Nils said, raising the blade and laughing. “What, you thought I was gonna put you out of your misery?”

The dwarf spluttered something, face going as red as a radish.

Nils rammed the dagger into the soft earth by the dwarf’s trapped legs and began to scrape away at the topsoil.

“Oh, I see,” the dwarf said. “You’ll never do it in time. It’ll take forever.”

“Take a sight longer if you don’t shut up complaining.”

A few more stabs, and he’d broken through to the even softer soil beneath. Dropping the blade, Nils got on his knees and began scooping out dirt like a dog digging up a bone.

“See, I’ll have you out from under there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Nils paused for a moment. “Not rightly sure. Something my mom says a lot. Expect it had to do with Gramps being a farmer. What I mean to say is—”

“Yes, yes,” the dwarf said. “I get the point.”

Nils got back to it, his fingers already sore and bleeding, but there was no way he was gonna let that stop him. He’d made a sizable hole when the dwarf screamed as his hips dropped away from the pressure of the trunk.

“Sorry,” Nils said.

The dwarf waved for him to carry on, face screwed up in agony.

Nils switched sides and deepened the hole. “You ready?” he asked finally.

“Ready.”

He got behind the dwarf’s head, took hold under his arms, and yanked.

This time, the screams went on forever, but inch by inch, Nils dragged him from under the tree. When the dwarf’s boots were clear, Nils laid him down and then collapsed on the ground beside him.

“Always… keep some… angel seed in my breast pocket,” the dwarf said, removing a dried black pod and popping it under his tongue. “Helps… with the… pain. Want some?”

“What for?” Nils said. “I ain’t got no pain.”

“Won’t have none myself in a minute,” the dwarf said. “Cairn Sternfist, by the way.”

“What?”

“My… name. Cairn Sternfist.”

Nils pushed himself up on one arm. The dwarf’s face was pale, his eyes unfocused and dull. “Nils,” he said. “Nils Fargin.”

“Thank… you, Nils,” Cairn Sternfist said. And with that, he passed out.

 




TWENTY-EIGHT

ILESA

The serpent circled the island, its enormous body breaking the surface of the lake in three scaly bumps before it dived out of sight.

“Third time it’s done that,” Ilesa said. “Keep watching now. If I’m right, it’ll come up about there.” She pointed to the shore opposite where they’d last seen Nils. “Last time it took to the count of fifty-three to make it back round.”

“Well, that settles it, then,” Nameless grumbled. “There’s no way you can reach the shore in that time.”

“Don’t bet on it.” She’d always been a strong swimmer. It came with the territory. “Everyone swims in Portis. You have to, what with it being right by the Chalice Sea. If you’re not a fisherman, you’re the spouse or child of a fisherman.”

“That where you’re from?” Nameless upended his axe and twirled its head on the ground, sunlight glinting from the twin blades.

Ilesa sighed. She shouldn’t have said that. Didn’t pay to give anything away. Still, the damage was done. “Yeah,” she said, hazy memories of days by the beach teaching Davy how to swim rising like slurry to the surface. “My brother said I could out-swim a shark, except there aren’t any sharks in the Chalice Sea.”

“So I heard,” Nameless said, his face looking softer, warmer. He smiled, encouraging her to go on.

“Fresh water. It’s really just a big lake.” She cast her eyes around. “Damned sight bigger than this one, that’s for sure. Funny thing is, if Davy had seen what I can do—you know, now I’ve got some control over this power of mine—he might have had a point. I did a sort of mermaid thing once, just to see if I could.” She almost smiled at the recollection, but of course, memories seldom traveled alone, and not all of them were good.

“What, lassie? What is it?”

Ilesa squatted down in front of the dwarf. “Remember what I said about being immune to bites from wolf-men?”

Nameless nodded, his brown eyes kind and cheery in the sunlight.

“I’ve seen them before. Back when I never knew I had this… ability.” She looked at her arm, where Nameless had stitched her up and put a bandage over the top. “A pack must have found a way across the Farfalls. They came down through the Fells, slaughtered the villagers just outside of Fenmar. The good people of Fenmar drove them off with fire and spears, and that’s when they came hunting for food in Portis. A lot of people died that day. Big shogger broke into our house. The bastard—my father—ran out the back door; left me and my brother to it. Davy hid behind me, but the wolf-man threw me to the floor, bit through my shirt.” She lifted her bodice to show Nameless the puckered white scar just above her hips.

Nameless was watching her intently, willing her to go on.

“Would have ripped my throat out. Should have done, only I got so scared it made me angry, and then it happened: I turned into one of them. Before I knew it, my jaws were clamped around its neck, then I bit its head clean off. Must have spooked the others, because they just up and offed and we never saw hide nor hair of them again. Course, the bastard had to come back at that moment with his harpoon, make out he was trying to save us. He saw everything that happened.”

“Leaving you the hero of the day, eh?”

Ilesa snorted at that. “Maresmen came next, to do the clean up. Injured folk that weren’t killed outright by the wolf-men had to be put down. Within days, they started to change. Problem was, I’d been bitten, and I didn’t change. On top of that, the bastard told everyone what he’d seen. They reckoned I could turn at will. Said it was some kind of witchcraft, the sort of thing they didn’t want in their town. They shopped me to the Maresmen, but I got away.”

Nameless looked lost in thought. The change in his mood was palpable, like a cloud covering the faces of the suns.

“Only, it wasn’t magic, lassie, was it?”

“Master Plaguewind—my old guild boss—said it was husk blood. Said my mother must have been from Cerreth.”

“I ran into a husk once, on the way to Jeridium,” Nameless said. “Big scary wyrm with the body of a man and the head of a bull.”

“Guess that makes me a freak in your eyes.” Ilesa wouldn’t have expected anything less. Isn’t that how everyone saw her? Brau only put up with her because her abilities were useful.

“No more than a dwarf without a name.”

Ilesa stood and turned to stare at the shore, wondering what had happened to Nils.

That had been the last time she’d seen little Davy. She felt her jaw tighten. Last thing she’d done before fleeing to Jeridium was to make sure Davy couldn’t be hurt again. Not by that pig. Not ever.

A splash drew her attention, and she pointed to where the serpent’s head poked up above the water, glaring at them with amber eyes.

“There, just like I told you.”

“Still say there’s not enough time,” Nameless said.

“Look, dwarfy, I just told you a whole lot of shit no one else has heard. I’m not happy about that, but it does tell me one thing: maybe I’m starting to trust you. Now, why don’t you do the same for me?”

Nameless looked deep into her eyes and bunched his shoulders up to his cauliflower ears. “Maybe because you forgot to mention you only came along for the bounty.”

She held his gaze, a familiar coldness settling over her. So, it had come to this, and just when she was starting to reconsider.

“Not as stupid as you look, are you?”

“Guess that would be hard, lassie. Only thing that baffles me is why you haven’t killed me already. Did Brau ask you to tag along, see what we found first, hoping you’d bring back some loot as well as my corpse?”

Ilesa took a step back, hands falling to the handles of her sheathed weapons. “Actually, he said just your head would do; but yeah, he thought you might actually find these dwarves of yours. Now Shent’s out of the way, Brau’s planning on taking over Malfen, and he reckons he’s owed a toll.”

Nameless nodded, looking down at his hands curled about the haft of his axe. “Only, this place doesn’t stay the same for long, so even if we found the dwarves, and assuming they stayed put, you’d never be able to lead Brau to them.” A laugh rolled its way up from his belly. “Seems Brau suffers from overconfidence. What do you think a rogue like him could do against a few hundred dwarves?”

“Reckon you just got lucky at the Grinning Skull. Brau’s not the only wizard in his band. He picked up the survivors of the Dybbuks from Jeridium. Most of them are sorcerers.”

“Dybbuks?”

“My old guild,” Ilesa said. “Before that shogger Shadrak put paid to them.”

Nameless’s eyes widened. “Shadrak the Unseen? Little fellow, white as a sheet?”

Ilesa seethed at the memory. “That’s him. Friend of yours?”

“Well,” Nameless said. “Yes.”

“Shouldn’t surprise me, I suppose. Took us out one at a time, and it didn’t matter what we did, how many traps we laid, he always seemed one step ahead of us. I tell you, that shogger has some weird powers of his own. We were the best of the guilds back then. No one messed with us, and yet he came like a ghost in the night and tore us apart.”

Nameless chuckled. “That’s Shadrak for you.”

“I’m glad you find it amusing. I lost a lot of good friends to that piece of shit.”

Nameless pushed down on his axe and stood. “We’ve all done bad things, lassie. Me more than most.” He drew in his lips, gave her a lingering look, and then stepped down toward the water’s edge.

“So, where’s that leave us?” Ilesa said.

His back was to her when he answered. “You still plan to kill me?”

Truth was, she hadn’t given it much thought since… since she’d believed he’d perished going over that cliff. Since he’d returned and made Silas heal her before she became one of the living dead. Since he’d refused to leave her to the wolf-men.

“Brau was always a shogger. Never liked him. I was just waiting for the day when I could cut his throat and put the guild back together.” Give Master Plaguewind something to be proud of, so that when she came across his shade in the Abyss, she could tell him she’d done good, left him some sort of legacy. He was an evil bastard, Plaguewind, but he’d been good to her, and he certainly hadn’t deserved to die like he did—filled with holes by Shadrak’s strange wands. And he hadn’t deserved to be abandoned by Ilesa, either, when she’d fled in the form of a cockroach. “You’ll be all right with me.”

Nameless nodded.

Ilesa walked down beside him, watching the shadowy form of the serpent glide past beneath the surface. “Can’t make the same guarantees if I see your mate Shadrak again, though.”

“Understood,” Nameless said. “So, lassie, you ready to try this harebrained plan of yours?”

Ilesa couldn’t be sure. It may have been the rising breeze whipping through his clothes, but she thought the dwarf was trembling.

“First thing Master Plaguewind taught me was, you can never have enough planning. We watch it again and again, till we’re certain.”

“Sounds like a sensible fellow, this Plaguewind. Was he a dwarf?”

Ilesa mulled it over. Was sensible the right word? Plaguewind had been a meticulous planner, which accounted for the Dybbuks’ preeminence among the guilds. The only problem was, he’d been blindsided by his arrogance, and hoodwinked by the fat poisoner, Albrec. It had proven a fatal mistake.

The serpent thrashed about in the water at the back of the island, and Ilesa took a deep breath.

“Ready?” she said to Nameless. “You count this time.”

 




TWENTY-NINE

NILS

Right bleedin’ pickle you landed yourself in, Fargin,” Nils muttered, glancing from the unconscious dwarf to the trees.

He was sure the trees had shifted positions, though he wouldn’t have sworn an oath on it. Shadows flitted through the upper branches, but that could have been the clouds passing in front of the suns.

He uncrossed his legs and rubbed them to get the blood flowing again. Shouldn’t sit on the cold ground, Mom would have said. It’ll give you piles.

“You’re a plonker, Nils,” he told himself. “Why couldn’t you have just left him?”

Dad would have done. Ilesa and Silas would have done, too. But not Nameless. Mind you, it weren’t so hard being heroic when you had the tools to back it up. Nils had the heart, right enough, but he was starting to think he lacked any real beef. Should have listened to Granny when he was a kid and eaten more. He had fire in his belly, but it was quickly doused as soon as anyone raised a fist to him, let alone a blade. “Gotta face facts,” he told himself. “Maybe I ain’t cut out for fighting and the like.” Maybe he wasn’t cut out to be a Night Hawk.

“What you say?” Cairn mumbled. The dwarf’s eyes flickered open, and he instantly winced. “My legs… Can’t move my legs.”

“That’s because they’re broke, nitwit,” Nils said. “Gaw, what they put in that grog you lot are always drinking?”

Cairn laughed, but his eyes were brimming with tears, the pupils as big as a somnificus smoker’s. “You know dwarves, lad. Aye, you know dwa…” His jaw fell shut and he turned his face away.

“Yeah, I know dwarves. Least I know a dwarf. Suppose you’re gonna tell me Nameless ain’t no dwarf no more, are you?”

“After what he did…”

Nils pushed himself to his feet and glared. “Way he tells it, it was the axe that made him do it, same as it would’ve anyone else who had it.”

Cairn bristled at that. “Ah, so it wasn’t his fault. That’s his excuse now, is it? Sorry, everyone I hacked to death, it wasn’t me, it was my axe. I just happened to be holding it.”

“That ain’t fair, and you know it,” Nils said. He balled his hands into fists and would have hit the shogger… if the dwarf’s legs weren’t broke.

“Don’t much care about fairness,” Cairn said. “World’s not like that. I just look at the facts.”

“But it weren’t—”

“Wasn’t his fault? Yes, I know, you’ve already said that; but it doesn’t make any difference, far as I’m concerned. You kill my family, I kill yours. That’s what I call fair. I don’t give a shog why you did it, same as fire don’t care why you touch it; it still burns.”

Nils leaned over so he could spit his words in Cairn’s face. “Yeah? Well I don’t give a shog why a tree fell on you and broke your bleedin’ legs. Fact is, you can’t walk, and I don’t have to stand here and listen to this shit.”

“Then don’t,” the dwarf shot back. “I’m not making you. I already told you to leave me.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes!”

Nils pressed his fists into his hips, racking his brain for some clever retort. “Well, shog you, then.” He spun on his heel and took two strides in the direction of the lake.

“You ever wonder why he’s got no name?” Cairn’s voice was like a blast of frigid air.

Nils turned, and the dwarf propped himself up on his arms, huffing with the effort.

“He ain’t got no memory, that’s why.”

Cairn shook his head, his face taking on a grim set. “He forget anything else?”

Nils thought about that. Nameless didn’t like talking about the past, but he’d let a few things slip out. “No. So?”

“When your friend came back from Aranuin with the black axe and started massacring anyone who got in his way, the Council sought the help of a philosopher.” Cairn spat a glob of phlegm on the ground. “Aristodeus, he was called. Bald bastard, any way you look at it, but he had some tricks up his sleeve that would make a conjurer green with envy. Aristodeus was the one to trap him. Put him in an ocras helm that was magicked or whatnot. It cut him off from the axe and excised every trace of his cursed name from history. See, some crimes are so evil, they have to be forgotten. Have to.”

“But you know his real name, right?”

The dwarf’s eyes glinted and then closed. “No one knows it, far as I can tell. It’s gone. Council says it’s best that way. Best forgotten, like the shogger had never been born.”

“That’s dumb,” Nils said. “How you gonna learn, if you forget what happened?”

“We’d already learned enough,” Cairn snarled, “centuries ago, when Maldark the Fallen sold us out to Sektis Gandaw, when we almost brought about the Unweaving. We discovered too late the shadow of Mananoc upon us. Why do you think dwarves don’t mix with your lot on the surface? Why do you think we hid away in the bowels of the ravine? We can’t trust ourselves to act in the world, lest we once again risk its destruction. Can’t say I like it none. Reckon the Council are too strict about non-involvement, but rules is rules, I say. Don’t have to agree with them, but you have to follow them just the same.”

Nils was about to protest. He’d seen dwarves in Jeridium. Well, a dwarf: Rugbeard, the old soak who’d spent most of his time unconscious at the bar. But come to think of it, he hadn’t seen any others. Not until the siege, that is.

“It’s written into our statutes,” Cairn said. “We’re forbidden to act. Already, there are those among us who think we’ve gone too far by fleeing Arx Gravis. Action begets error, they say, and so we must do nothing. There’s no other defense against the wiles of Mananoc. Your friend broke that law when he followed in his brother’s footsteps and went after the black axe. If he hadn’t been a lawbreaker, he’d never have become a butcher.”

“Nameless had a brother?”

“A scholar. Name was Lukar—a pupil of Aristodeus. Should never have had dealings with the philosopher, I reckon, but even the Council made exceptions for that bald bastard. It was Lukar who first discovered the references to the Paxa Boraga in our Chronicles. He went into Aranuin to find the black axe, and the Council sent the Svarks after him. They fed him to the seethers. I suppose the Council thought a lesser action could be justified to prevent a greater one. Never did they imagine his brother, a stupid soldier, would pick up where he left off.”

“Nameless ain’t stupid.”

“Oh, he is. And a whole lot more. He didn’t just do it the once, you know. After his name was taken, he was locked in a cell, and Aristodeus used magic to hold him there. The philosopher wanted him kept alive; said the Butcher was possessed by the axe, but if it could be destroyed, he would become a powerful weapon in the struggle against Mananoc.

“About a year later, others came to Arx Gravis, folk fully enmeshed with the world of action. They freed your friend and took him with them. Aristodeus tried to reassure us, said he could use the situation to his advantage.” Cairn snorted his contempt. “Problem was, he was as deceived as the rest of us. When the Butcher returned to the ravine with the black axe restored to him, he was even more powerful than before. This time, the bloodshed didn’t stop, not until there were only a few hundred of us left.” He stared off into the distance, hawked and spat. “If he ever catches up with my people, that shogger will deserve everything he gets, and don’t think for one minute we’ll be sticking to the law. After what he did, it’d be a crime not to act. I’ll be right there in the front row, making sure he feels everything my wife felt, everything my brothers suffered, every last iota of pain.”

“You do that, and you’ll have me to deal with,” Nils said.

“Oh, I’m so scared.” Cairn tried to cross his arms and fell back, banging his head on the ground.

Nils was sorely tempted to clear off and leave the shogger to starve; leave him to the shadows prowling through the upper limbs of the trees. Maybe at dusk the wolf-men would return and rip his stinking throat out. That’d shut him up, big mouthed, stunted little—

An unearthly shriek sounded from up on high.

Nils looked to the branches, saw one of them shake and drop a cloud of pine needles.

“You see that?” Cairn said. “There’s something in that tree: black as pitch, slitty yellow eyes. You can’t leave me.”

Nils continued to stare up into the branches, but nothing else moved. He had that feeling again, though: as if a hundred pairs of eyes were boring into him. He turned in a circle, scanning the treetops until he grew too dizzy to continue. He backed toward the prone dwarf and crouched down.

“See anything?” Cairn whispered.

“Nothing. What you think it was, a monkey?”

The dwarf thumped him on the shoulder. “Monkey, my beard! Yellow eyes it had, I tell you. It was a demon. Either that or a goblin.”

Nils tutted. “Ain’t no such thing as goblins.”

Demons were another matter, though. Everyone knew there was demons prowling the scummy parts of Jeridium at night, preying on wealthy bankers and merchants stupid enough to visit those kinds of places. Streetwalkers, his mom called them. Right put the willies up him, they did.

“No?” Cairn said. “But you’re all right with wolf-men are you? This is the land of nightmares, boy, or haven’t you learned anything yet?”

The dwarf had a point. Weren’t no such thing as zombies, neither, but they’d still bitten him and nearly turned him into one of them.

“So, what should we do?” Nils asked.

“Think I’ll just lie here,” Cairn said. “Reach inside my pack, boy. There’s flint in there, and a tinder box. Goblins in the stories can’t stand fire, and if it’s a demon, I’d bet my bristles he’s had a glut of burning in the Abyss.”

Nils got down on his knees and rifled through Cairn’s provisions. He’d barely set the kindling and gathered some deadwood when a chorus of chittering pealed out across the treetops. Scores of yellow eyes flashed like sickly stars up in the branches, which started to bow and rock with rhythmic movement.

“Either they know what you’re doing, or they’re just getting ready for dinner,” Cairn said.

Nils drew his sword and glared up at the heights, but the chittering only grew more frenzied.

“Go on, lad,” Cairn said. “Be off with you. No sense in you staying.”

“Just shut up and go back to sleep,” Nils said, ramming the sword into the earth.

The dwarf made a face, eyes flitting this way and that, watching the treetops.

Nils struck flint to steel and muttered encouragement to the sparks under his breath. The tinder smoked but wouldn’t take.

“Must have gotten damp,” Cairn said.

Nils cast about for something else he could use, then remembered Granny putting pine cones in the hearth to get a good fire going on chilly nights. He gathered a bunch from beneath the closest trees and plucked others from low branches. He added them to his pile of deadwood and tried again. Within moments, he had a blaze you could roast a pig over. The thought reminded him of Silas and his magical meals. He hoped the wizard was all right. Hoped he’d understand why Nils hadn’t come back.

The chittering in the treetops turned to hissing and clacking, and then ebbed away to silence.

“That shut them up,” Cairn said.

Nils tensed, straining to hear. Maybe the fire had frightened them off. Maybe he could leave Cairn and get Silas. Maybe even find the dwarves and bring—

The treetops shook as if a hurricane was ripping through them. Yellow eyes flashed from the branches, and then dark shapes swarmed down the trunks, shrieking as they came.

 




THIRTY

SILAS

Two hundred and twenty-one gates. Silas counted them all—above, below, to either side; each formed from spinning letters hewn upon intangible pillars; letters that flashed like lightning.

Warm fluid oozed from his tear ducts and rolled down his cheeks. A hundred thousand needles stabbed his pupils, screamed at him to shut his eyes, but he refused even to blink.

His rapt focus impaled the letters directly before him, scrutinizing their endless juggling—reversals, augmentations, rotations. They jostled for position, dismantling the words they formed and assembling new ones through sequences of giddy permutations. They chiseled themselves into his brain, streamed down his spine and bounced back up again, running and returning in an endless cycle that bore him up into a language beyond speech.

His field of vision stretched, elongated, doubled back around his head, revealing every direction in one omniscient revelation. The gates swirled around him, intersecting vortices that melded and blurred, cocooning him in an egg of light. He was the infinitesimal point, the limitless circle. The all and the nothing. The microcosm and the macrocosm. He was the Worthy, the One, the Pleroma, the Void. He was… he was… he was the silence.

The gates revolved faster and faster, their letters a myriad flashes of argent, leaving silvery trails in their wake. They throbbed behind his eyes, vibrated at his sternum, ignited in his belly. He gave himself to them, let them consume him, let them tear him asunder. He was the black hole, eating them hungrily, until nothing existed but the darkness.

The darkness of the cave.

He pressed his palms to his weeping eyes, slowly withdrew them, blinking at last, until he could see once more.

Harsh sunlight filtered through the entrance between the wispy strands of his ward. The grimoire lay open on the ground, crimson spatters daubing the occult diagram. He looked at his palms—as red as a murderer’s—and knew that he had wept blood, not tears.

The pages turned of their own accord, exuding a chill. They came to rest upon a passage he had read before—read but never understood. Now, the words as meaningless as ever, he knew it all; knew exactly where to find the Ebon Staff, the key that would unlock the last secrets of Blightey’s book. He saw a vision of it, tangled in vines at the center of a forest of tar. Unspeakable horrors skirted the forest’s edge, and a blade of hellfire spun in the air above the solitary track that led to its heart.

The image shifted, giving way to a lake by a wooded shore. In the middle of the lake, an island of rock jutted skyward, and around it swam a giant serpent.

Silas gazed without feeling at the disgorged remains frothing redly across the water. Bobbing to the side was a severed head with a matted, bloody beard, white eyes staring upon the Void. Some remote part of Silas’s mind registered that this was Nameless.

Closer to the shore, Nils floated, a bloated water corpse trailing blood in a grisly slick. Of Ilesa there was no sign, but that was nothing to be surprised about.

With a jolt of awareness, Silas knew for certain that this scene had not yet come to pass. He started as the grimoire slammed shut, leaving him with the compulsion to act, and act swiftly, if he were to prevent the deaths of his companions.

And why would you want to do that? the voice of his cynicism asked, colder and more uncaring than before.

The Ebon Staff, set amid its black forest, returned unbidden to mind. The malignancy of the abominations guarding it sent icicles stabbing into his bones. The swish, swish, swish of the hellish sword warding the path made him falter in his resolve.

And in that instant, he knew beyond a shadow of doubt why he’d met the dwarf and accompanied him on this trek into nightmare.

Silas grabbed Blightey’s book, rose shakily to his feet, and banished the ward from the entrance. He ducked out of the burrow with feverish purpose. He had to get to the lake before it was too late, and with an uncanny sense as clear as his newfound prescience, he knew exactly where to go.

If he were to claim the Lich Lord’s staff and unlock the mysteries of his book, he needed Nameless with him. For who else would have a chance against the horrors he had seen standing in the way?

 




THIRTY-ONE

NAMELESS

Nameless shielded his eyes to peer across the lake from the highest point on the island’s rocky finger. The treetops were shaking, and it sounded as if the forest were alive with the screams of the damned.

“What is it?” Ilesa said, standing on tiptoe lower down.

“Shogged if I know, but it doesn’t sound good.”

He thought about Nils creeping back into the forest with his sword drawn; wondered what he’d heard or seen. He didn’t like it one bit. He’d heard a commotion like that before, in the foothills of Mount Sartis.

“Goblins,” he said. “Gods of Arnoch, I hate goblins.”

That meant Nils was really in trouble. He made his way down the pinnacle to stand at the water’s edge.

“Hope your observations are correct, lassie.”

Ilesa pointed to the rear of the island, where the shadow of the serpent was coming into view. “Sure you want to go back over there with that din going on?”

“I’m sure.”

“Well, get ready, then,” Ilesa said. “Head should be coming up right about… now!”

The serpent broke the surface, water cascading from its writhing neck as it glared straight at them.

“Wait for it,” Ilesa said, lowering herself to sit on a rock with her feet dipping into the lake. “Wait for—”

The monster splashed down out of sight, and at the same instant, Ilesa slid into the water. She turned and held out a hand.

Nameless’s heart was hammering in his ribcage, and he gripped his axe so tight his knuckles stood up like white pebbles.

A scream that turned into a battle cry cut across the screeching of the goblins. Was it Nils? He couldn’t tell, but the mere thought of a friend in danger had him clutch the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in one hand and pinch his nose with the other as he jumped in.

He sank like a stone, opened his mouth to cry out, and breathed in water.

Ilesa grabbed his wrist and pulled. His head popped above the surface, and he gasped for air.

“My armor—” he spluttered.

“Idiot! Now keep still and lie back.” Ilesa put an arm around his neck, cupping his chin in her hand. “I’ve got you.” She fumbled around with the straps securing his hauberk, then kept hold of the collar as she dunked Nameless’s head below the surface.

He struggled like a lunatic, sending up streams of frothing bubbles. The hauberk came over his head, and Ilesa let it go. Taking hold of him under the arms, she pulled him back up.

“There,” she said. “Now all you need to do is float.”

“Float?” Nameless thrashed about, barely managing to keep hold of the axe.

“Lie your head back in the water.”

He tried to relax, let her take control, but his instinct was to drop his feet down so he could be upright.

Ilesa kicked for the shore, half on her back, half on her side, paddling with one hand, holding Nameless under the chin with the other. She was as good as her word, gliding swiftly through the water, even with a dwarf for a burden. Nameless hadn’t thought to count, but it can’t have been more than a dozen seconds.

“We’re going to make it,” Ilesa grunted through the effort. “Just a little further.”

A wave rolled over them, and Nameless panicked, dropping the axe and slapping the water with his hands in a desperate attempt to stay afloat. “Shog,” he spluttered. “Shog, shog!”

Ilesa yanked him upright by the collar, but that just brought him face to face with the V-wake plowing straight toward them.

The axe sparkled golden as it spun to the bottom of the lake.

A cry went up from the shore, and Ilesa let go, leaving Nameless splashing like a child in the tub.

The monster’s wake vanished, and he knew with dread certainty that it had dived right under him.

 




THIRTY-TWO

NILS

Run, lad! Run!” Cairn yelled.

Dozens of black shapes, no taller than a dwarf, scurried down the branches, screeching like banshees and glaring with piss-colored eyes.

Nils didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one bit. No way he should’ve been out here. It weren’t even his choice.

“Not fair,” he muttered beneath his breath. Dad had sent him on this stupid errand, and it weren’t as if he’d even paid Nils yet. Weren’t his choice to follow the dwarf into Cerreth, neither. So, yeah, maybe he should run. It weren’t like he owed Cairn shogging Sternfist nothing.

A succession of thuds made him turn to see more of the creatures dropping out of the low branches. These were closer, in spitting distance, but all they did was group together and scream, black lips curling back to reveal needle-sharp teeth.

A glance to his left told him he still had time to make a dash for the lake. He snatched a brand from the flames and held it aloft.

Cairn tried to push himself nearer the fire but grunted with the effort and gave up.

“Definitely goblins, or I’m no Sternfist. Do a dead dwarf a favor and get out of here. Go on, run, boy!”

Nils started off to the left, checked himself, and went to stand over the dwarf.

“Don’t be a shogging idiot,” Cairn said.

The branches ceased their shaking, and on the ground, dozens of the swarthy creatures were forming a cordon.

Nils eyed his escape route again, judging he could still just about slip through, especially if he drove the goblins back with his fire brand.

He looked down at Cairn, wondering what Nameless would do, and shaking his head that he’d even needed to ask.

The circle closed, and the goblins dropped to all fours and began to advance.

Nils ripped his sword from the ground and held it out before him, turning to keep as many goblins in sight as possible. One of the creatures darted in at him, but he shook the flaming brand in its face and it scampered back. Chittering passed between the goblins like a wave gaining momentum. There was a moment’s stillness, and then they surged forward.

Nils’s guts turned frigid, and a sloshy weight slopped through his intestines. He clenched his buttocks and stifled the urge to drop his sword, fling himself face down in the dirt and beg for mercy. Perhaps he would have done, if he’d spoken goblin. Way he saw it, that left only one choice.

Screaming so hard his lungs could’ve split, Nils charged. His vision blurred, went so red, he thought his eyes had burst a blood vessel. And then he was in among the goblins, hacking down with his sword and splitting a head clean open. He drew a flaming trail in the air with the brand, but the goblins ducked beneath it and tried to nip at his legs. He kicked one in the face, brought the pommel of his sword down on a skull, smashed one in the teeth with his fiery club. The brand shattered, so he took a two-handed grip on the sword and hewed straight through a goblin’s arm. Gouts of green blood spurted into the air, but the creature came on, clamping its teeth to Nils’s shoulder and biting deep. He let go of the sword and stuck his fingers in the goblin’s eyes, gouging until he felt them pop. Hot liquid oozed over his hand.

Goblins fastened to his legs and arms, tugging him to the ground. He banged his head as he fell, still kicking, still punching. A snarling face pressed up close. There was a phwat and a thud, and the goblin fell off him.

The others let go and screamed, running for the trees as scores of arrows thrummed through the air.

Nils scrabbled about in the dirt, found his sword, and used it to push himself upright. He clamped a hand over his shoulder to stem the bleeding.

His jaw dropped, and he could do nothing more than gape.

Fierce faces stared at him from beneath the trees. Craggy, bearded faces atop stocky bodies. Many of them held crossbows aimed at the treetops. Others had their crossbows upended and one foot in the stirrups while they cranked them with a winch handle mounted on the stock. Still others thrust spears into the low branches and were rewarded with the odd yelp as limp bodies crashed to the ground.

A golden-haired—and bearded—dwarf woman knelt at Cairn’s side and inspected his legs.

“Thought we’d lost you,” she said. “Council agreed to send out a search party. Sorry it took so long. You know how it is.”

A red-bearded dwarf thrust his way to the front and strode toward Nils with a monstrous hammer. He was stripped to the waist, his barrel chest thickly haired, arms and neck tattooed with spider webs. He had rings piercing his nose and what looked like a wolf’s fang thrust through the skin beside his eye. Blood ran from the piercing in a long streak, giving the impression it was a recent addition.

“Thank you,” Nils said, sheathing his sword and holding out his hand.

The dwarf responded by hefting his hammer and stepping in to strike.

“Jaym, no!” Cairn called out, pushing himself upright on one arm.

“Came for you, Sternfist, not this piece of scum. I say we toss him to the goblins.”

Jaym grabbed hold of Nils’s collar and yanked him close.

Nils weren’t having it, though, and thumped the dwarf on the nose. “Shog!” he cried. He’d ripped his knuckles on the nose rings.

Jaym hadn’t even flinched, but his dark eyes smoldered, the pupils just pinpricks. He slammed Nils to the ground and held him in place with an iron-banded boot. Nils squirmed and kicked, but Jaym was unmovable, his hammer poised for a skull-shattering blow.

“Enough!” the dwarf woman said in a voice like a whiplash. She stood and brushed dirt and pine needles from her pale blue smock. “You put that hammer down, Jaym, or I’ll tan your fat arse.”

Jaym shook from head to toe, thick veins standing up along his bulging muscles. His eyes simmered with rage as he glared down at Nils. He was gonna do it. Nils squeezed his eyes shut and tried to twist away. He was gonna—

Heavy footfalls made Nils look. The woman marched straight up to Jaym and slapped him full in the face. He roared and turned on her, but a dozen crossbows came up to meet him, and he stayed his hand.

“You don’t shogging hit me, bitch!” Jaym growled.

“Shut your stupid trap, baresark, or I’ll whip you so good you won’t be able to sit for a week.”

Jaym took a step toward her. “Don’t think your position’s gonna protect you, not out here.”

Nils took the opportunity to roll to his feet and draw his sword. “Back off, dog breath,” he said, his grip on the hilt slippery with sweat. His cuts and bites were starting to sting, and his shoulder throbbed like a pox-ridden tadger—not that he had no experience of such things, but he’d been told it weren’t pleasant. He gritted his teeth and used the pain to stoke his anger.

“Why, you shogging little runt!” Jaym shook his hammer. “You castrated twerp. You c-c-cun—”

“Don’t you dare!” the woman warned. “Or have you forgotten what happened last time you used that word around me?”

Jaym lowered his hammer and dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry, Cordy,” he mumbled. “I’m just riled, is all.”

“Here,” said a skinny dwarf with a straggly beard. He slung Jaym a wineskin. “Drink this, big fellah. Take the edge off the rage.”

Jaym upended the skin and drained the contents, belching and grunting his approval. “Owe you, Weasel. That’s some shogging good mead you’ve got there.”

Weasel slapped him on the back. “You know me, Jaym. Only the best for my mates.”

“So”—Cordy frowned at Nils—“you’re the Butcher’s boy, are you?”

“Go easy on him, Cordy,” Cairn said from the ground. “Lad saved my life.”

Jaym scowled. “Wouldn’t have needed saving, if you hadn’t screwed up. Told you scouting was a waste of time. If it was down to me—”

“Well it’s not,” Cordy said. “And if it were, you’d be dead, same as the rest of us.”

“Who says?” Jaym flexed his huge muscles. “Could’ve had that name-stripped shogger before, and he ain’t even as powerful now.”

“So, why didn’t you?” Cordy stared him straight in the eye. “Where were you when he hacked his way through Arx Gravis? When he killed my baby? When he… when he put my Thumil’s head on… on a…”

The blood left Jaym’s face and he lowered his eyes. “Don’t say it, Cordy. Don’t say it. Thought of it makes my blood boil.”

“You know what you’ve done?” Cordy turned back to Nils. “Leading that evil shogger out here after us?”

Nils licked his lips. “Look, I weren’t there, right? But I was at Jeridium when your lot came and started blowing holes in the walls, and you don’t see me going on about it.”

“That wasn’t our—”

“Weren’t your fault?” Nils finished for her. “Course not. Just like it weren’t his fault, what happened to you. It was the axe, way I heard it.”

Cordy turned away from him and let out a sharp hiss. “Ignorant scut!” She spun round to face him again, tears pouring from her eyes. “You’re right: you weren’t there.” She jabbed him in the chest, forcing him to step back. “You didn’t see what he did!” Jab. “To my husband!” Jab. “To my baby girl!” She raised both fists, like she meant to pound him into the earth.

Nils stumbled away from her, tripped, and nearly fell. He was crying himself, though he wasn’t sure why. He opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t find any words.

Jaym strode toward him again, and this time no one did anything to stop him.

“I—” Nils said.

Splashing from the direction of the lake cut him off. Someone was crying out, “Shog, shog, shog!”

Nameless!

And then it hit Nils harder than a blow from Jaym’s hammer: “He can’t swim!”

“Who can’t—?” Jaym started, but Nils didn’t wait to answer. He was off through the trees with not so much as a backward glance.

His boots churned up the loamy ground, great clods of earth flying away behind him. He broke through the tree line and paused long enough to take in the scene.

Nameless was thrashing about in the water twenty yards from shore. Ilesa swam clear of him, kicking for the bank like all the sharks in Aosia were on her tail. And that’s when Nils realized: her legs had vanished. In their place was a long scaly fish’s tail that propelled her through the water with the speed of a dolphin.

The dwarf’s head went under, but Nils already had one boot off and was undoing the other, wincing at the fiery needles stabbing into his shoulder from where the goblin had bitten him. He unbuckled his sword belt and let it fall to the ground.

By the time he made the water’s edge, Ilesa had pulled herself out. Her fish tail shimmered and turned back into legs. He caught sight of her eyes—bloodshot and puffy—as she pushed past him and sprinted along the shore.

Nameless bobbed up again, slapping the water in an effort to stay afloat. He was spluttering and coughing, and a vast shadow burgeoned beneath his kicking legs.

Without another thought, Nils dived in and swam toward the drowning dwarf.

 




THIRTY-THREE

NAMELESS

The muscles in Nameless’s arms were burning with the effort of keeping his head above water. It was a losing battle, one that was rapidly drawing to a close.

“Ilesa,” he wanted to scream. “Ilesa!” But what would be the point? The panic that had him thrashing his way to a watery grave was the same thing that made her leave him and strike out for the shore. Couldn’t say he blamed her, not with that thing somewhere below.

He went under again, arms too numb to paddle. He shot a look between his dangling feet, expecting to see the serpent’s fangs rushing up at him from the depths. The thought of it taking his legs off at the knees, or biting him in half at the waist, made him sick to the guts.

He flapped and thrashed his way to the surface again, desperately trying to will himself toward land. Maybe it would grow shallower the nearer he got to the shore. He stretched down with his legs, pointing the toes of his boots, but found nothing but water. Times like this, he couldn’t think of anything worse than being a dwarf.

Something flashed golden way down on the bed of the lake—the axe, lost forever. He spluttered as water got in his mouth. Perhaps if he calmed himself, held out his hand…

A shadow passed beneath him.

Nameless tried to throw himself backwards to get to the shore, but he knew the effort was in vain. Water went up his nose, down his throat. He launched himself onto his back, kicking wildly as the dark form of the serpent corkscrewed up at his legs.

A hand grabbed him by the hair and pulled him clear, just as the serpent’s head broke the surface and reared above him on its sinuous neck.

Thank, shog, Nameless thought. Ilesa. He craned his head to see, pleased to be such a good judge of—

“Nils!”

“Hold on and kick like crazy!” Nils said, releasing Nameless’s hair and rolling to his front.

The serpent roared and darted toward them.

Nameless clung to Nils’s legs as the lad attacked the lake with powerful churning strokes. Just before the fangs struck, Nameless twisted aside, and the serpent bit water, sending white spray high into the air. It recoiled and gathered for another attack. Despite of the strength of Nils’s strokes, the shore didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Nameless was about to let go, give the boy a chance, when Nils suddenly stood.

“Shallows,” he shouted. “You can stand!”

Nameless put his boots on solid ground. The water still came up to his neck.

“We made it,” he said, but knowing it was too late.

On instinct, he held out his hand, and gold hurtled up from the depths, but the serpent’s jaws were already plummeting toward him, fangs slick with moisture.

Nils screamed, and Nameless tried to roll away, but the serpent had anticipated his move. He winced and raised his arms in vain, but then a ball of flame streaked over his head, straight into the serpent’s open jaws, and detonated with a deafening boom.

A spray of gore shot into the sky, and hunks of pinkish meat came raining down with a thwat, thwat, thwat as they struck the water. Gold arced through the grisly downpour as the Axe of the Dwarf Lords shot out of the lake like a meteorite and returned to Nameless’s hand.

“Oh my shog, oh my shog,” Nils was saying over and over. “Was that…? Did you—?”

“No,” Nameless said, turning to face the shore.

Gaunt as a consumptive, hair lank and starting to grey, black coat wrapped around him, was Silas, book in one hand, smoke billowing from the other.

Nameless forced his legs through the water and strode up the bank. “Am I glad to see you, laddie.” He went to grasp Silas’s hand but recoiled. The wizard looked frail and feverish, and his eyes blazed with the intensity of a madman’s.

“No time,” Silas rasped, as if his throat were clogged with dust. “I need you. Need you to come with me.”

Nils splashed out of the water, clutching his shoulder. “Thank shog,” he said. “Silas, you saw, didn’t you? Saw what the bitch done?”

Silas didn’t even acknowledge Nils, instead keeping his crazed eyes fixed on Nameless. “I’ve found what I was looking for. We must go together and claim it.”

“What?” Nameless glanced at the grimoire, and Silas snapped it shut. “What is it you seek? More of that shogger’s magic? I know what that book is, laddie. I even fought against the Lich Lord once. Whatever it is you’ve found, I want no part of…”

Nameless’s voice trailed off as a woman emerged from the trees. A dwarven woman, golden-bearded and wearing a simple blue smock and sandals. She held a dagger in one hand. He caught the flash of a ring on her finger: the marcasite ring Thumil had married her with.

Nameless groaned. His knees buckled and pitched him to the earth.

“Cordana,” he said, averting his eyes. “Cordy, I’m… I’m…”

Other dwarves stepped from the trees behind her, hard-faced and pointing crossbows. At the back, two more dragged a crude travois bearing an injured dwarf.

“Cairn,” Nils cried, and ran toward him. The lad drew up sharp when half a dozen crossbows were leveled at his chest. The rest were aimed at Nameless.

Silas turned on the newcomers. “We haven’t time for this.”

A barrel-chested dwarf with wild red hair and a massive hammer pushed past Cordy. Nameless looked up. He’d seen this baresark before, at the fighting circles. Jaym, that was his name. The survivors of Arx Gravis must have been more desperate than he’d imagined, if they were teaming up with baresarks.

“No?” Jaym said. “Then what about this?” He charged straight up to the wizard and punched him full in the face.

Silas hit the ground hard.

Nameless roared and surged to his feet, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords raised high.

The baresark turned to meet him, swinging his hammer overhead.

“Jaym!” Cordy cried.

The baresark pulled up sharp. “Not this time, Cordy. Told you what I was gonna do to this piece of shit if our paths crossed.” He glared at Nameless and spat.

Nameless took a step toward him, face tightening into a snarl. Every muscle in his body felt swollen, fit to burst. The axe trembled in his grip, he held it so tight. He was going to break this ugly shogger’s face. He was going to cleave his thick skull, hack his stinking head right from his…

Nameless reeled away from Jaym, the axe dropping from his grasp.

No more, his mind screamed at him. Hadn’t he already killed enough of his kin? Had nothing changed? Maybe the black axe had left its indelible mark on his soul. Perhaps he’d been wrong to think its evil had left him when it was destroyed.

“See,” Jaym roared. “Told you I had him beat. Shogger’s too scared to face me.”

Nameless locked eyes with Cordy.

She stared with utter hatred, as if she were contemplating taking her dagger and stabbing him in the face before carving the names of her husband and her daughter—her beautiful baby daughter, Marla—into his skin. And she wouldn’t stop there. He could see it in her face. She’d stab and slash, slice and dice, until he was a steaming pile of offal for the crows to pick at. She’d do it, he had no doubt. Only, she was a dwarf, bound by a law as restraining as any chains. She couldn’t take it upon herself to make such a decision without the deliberation of the Council of Twelve, of whom her husband had been Voice. Until the Corrector had come.

No, only a baresark would do anything as rash as killing another dwarf.

He felt the rush of air, saw a blur of movement, felt the crunch of Jaym’s massive fist against his jaw, and then knew no more.

 




THIRTY-FOUR

NILS

Get a grip, Nils, he told himself as he lunged for his scabbard, while all eyes were on Nameless’s crumpled body. Don’t do anything stupid.

He drew the blade with a rasping ching.

Don’t…

The red-bearded bastard, Jaym, grunted and turned to face him.

Ah, shog it!

Nils put everything he had into the swing, followed the blade’s sheering arc with his eyes, winced at the moment of impact, saw it slice the shogger’s torso right off his stumpy legs. He felt the thrill of gore splattering his face, felt… a right stupid plonker as Jaym somehow sidestepped and caught hold of his wrist, forcing him to drop the sword. Before he’d fully registered what had happened, Nils’s arm was up behind his back, and pain shot all the way to his good shoulder as he was forced face-first to the dirt. He twisted his neck to see the baresark raise his hammer with his free hand.

“Gonna pulp his brains,” Jaym growled. “Gonna smash him up for good.”

“No, you are not!” Cairn’s voice cracked out from the travois.

“Yeah?” Jaym said. “What you gonna do about it, cripple?”

“It’s not him you want to worry about,” Cordy said, indicating the crossbows now aimed at Jaym’s chest.

“Shog it, Cordy, he’s got it coming.” The baresark released Nils and kicked him in the rump. “Bastard, shitting, pissing, cun… Ah, arse-end of Arnoch, give me something to kill!”

Nils was up in a flash and went face to face with the dwarf. “Spineless shogger,” he said. “You sucker-punched Nameless!”

“Yeah?” Jaym said. “Wanna see me beat him in a fair fight? Fine by me. Wake the shogger up.”

“You’d crap your pants and die of fright,” Nils said.

Jaym’s muscles tensed, and it suddenly seemed he had no neck, his traps were so bunched up. His face looked like blood was about to burst from every pore. His mouth opened and shut, but nothing articulate came out. He shook with rage, and then threw his head back and roared like a cuckolded dragon.

The skinny dwarf Jaym had called Weasel tutted at Nils and wagged his finger. “Not very sensible, my old son. Never a good idea to rile a baresark.”

“Just telling it as it is,” Nils said, folding his arms across his chest.

Jaym roared again.

“Come on, big fellah,” Weasel said, leading him away by the arm. “Let’s go find you some of that special mead.”

“I could beat him anytime I want,” Jaym whined like a spoilt kid.

“Course you could, Jaym,” Weasel said. “Course you could.”

Cordy nodded, and a couple of dwarves slung their crossbows over their backs and dragged Nameless to his feet, still unconscious.

Nils grabbed one by the arm as they started to bind Nameless’s hands behind his back, but he was pulled away and held firm.

“Where he’s going, he has to go alone,” Cordy said. “This is dwarf business.”

“Thought you was trying to avoid him,” Nils said. “So why not bugger off and leave him here with me?”

Cordy flashed him a look that told Nils she wasn’t going to take much more of his insolence. “It’s too late for that. You got too close. Some of us on the Council—”

“You’re on the Council of Twelve?”

“Took my husband’s place. Guess they felt they owed me. Like I was saying, some of us wanted this, wanted to bring the Butcher to trial, get some sort of justice for what he did. There’s nothing like blood to atone for blood.”

“Don’t exactly sound like a fair trial to me,” Nils said.

“Oh, it’ll be fair,” Cordy said. “That’s the drawback with the Council. Nothing is ever simple. They… we have to deliberate over every single detail, just so we don’t make a mistake. Action makes us really uncomfortable, after what happened in the past. If I had my way—”

“Then, thank shog you don’t,” Nils said. “So, what, you just gonna leave us here?” He nodded at Silas, who was starting to stir.

“If you don’t try to follow.”

“Council?” Silas sat up and rubbed his jaw. “What Council?” The frenzy had gone from his eyes and, apart from the swollen lip Jaym had given him, he looked back to his normal self.

“I think you understand what I’m saying,” Cordy said to Nils. She clicked her fingers, and the dwarves headed back into the forest, dragging Nameless with them.

Nils made to follow but found a crossbow cocked and pointing right between his eyes. He raised his hands and backed away, and the dwarf disappeared after the others.

Silas stood, dusting himself down. “Were they—?”

Nils nodded.

“Is Nameless—?”

“This ain’t good,” Nils said. “I mean, it ain’t fair.”

Silas glared in the direction the dwarves had taken. “Fair is for simpletons and peasants. What we need is a strategy.”

“Go after him?” Nils said. “I thought you didn’t care.”

Silas smiled and put an arm around Nil’s shoulders, causing him to yelp in pain. “Oh, I care. Give me a chance, and I’ll show you just how much I care.”

“Good,” Nils said, though something about Silas’s tone made his skin crawl. “So, what do we do?”

Silas looked down at the axe Nameless had left on the ground. “Remember how he wanted you to carry his old axe out of Malfen?”

Nils felt his face flush at the memory. “Called me a pack mule.” He bent down and reached for the axe’s haft, but his fingers passed right through it, as if it were made of mist.

Silas pursed his lips. “Interesting. Well, at least it should be safe here, assuming no one else can pick it up.” He kicked it, but he may as well have kicked air. He suddenly snapped to attention.

“What?” Nils said, looking about.

“Shhh,” Silas said, holding up a finger and pointing off into the distance, along the edge of the forest.

A dark figure was standing beneath a tree. Nils knew who it was by the color of the hair, the dark set of the clothes, the curve of the hips.

“Ilesa.”

“So, what happened with her?” Silas said, watching as she slunk back out of sight.

“Left Nameless to drown, that’s what,” Nils said, his voice rising to a shout. “Coward! Backstabbing, double-crossing, shapeshifting whore!”

“Well, far be it from me to judge”—Silas steepled his fingers—“but I could tell from the moment I met her.”

“Yeah,” Nils said. “Me too.”

 




THIRTY-FIVE

ILESA

Ilesa followed the dwarves through the forest and then watched from high up in a tree as they descended into a gorge and trekked toward the setting suns.

Nameless was conscious, but his hands were bound, and one of his guards had slipped a noose around his neck, which he held like a leash. They pushed and thumped him as he stumbled along at the center of the party. Too many for her to do anything about, she reckoned. Must have been at least fifty.

She dropped down from the branch and continued to stare in the direction they were heading, even though she could no longer see them.

She was torn between following and giving it up as a lost cause. She took a step toward the edge of the gorge and then turned away.

It wasn’t what she did. Never had been, never would be. She was tougher than this. Colder. Harder.

She placed her hand against the bark of a trunk and shook her head. She was nothing to him. He knew what she was. He’d seen her fail him twice already, knew she’d planned to kill him for money.

But he’d carried her when she was too exhausted to flee, when she’d have just lain down and died. He’d stood against the wolf-men, knowing there was no way to survive, but refusing to abandon her, his companion. His… friend?

Ilesa tried to scoff at that, but she found her head pressed against the trunk, her lips trembling, eyes filling with moisture.

“Stop it, you stupid bitch,” she mumbled in a faltering voice. “You don’t have friends.”

A wave of weakness washed over her, and she lowered herself to her knees, sobbing.

She’d had no one; no one since she’d been forced to leave Davy in Portis; since her guild had been ripped apart in Jeridium, and she’d lost Master Plaguewind. Yes, she’d eked out a living with Brau and his mob, but she was just an asset to them, a shapeshifting assassin with a hundred percent track record. So long as she was useful, they tolerated her, but it was no more than that.

And then this dwarf had come into her life, this bawdy, melancholic, beer-drinking paradox with a past as black as the Abyss. How the shog had he gotten under her skin?

She pushed away from the tree and wiped her eyes. He hadn’t, she told herself. It was just the usual guilt. She knew herself well enough by now, knew it was all because she’d failed to keep Davy out of the bastard’s sleazy clutches; because she’d left her brother, even though it wasn’t really her fault. And now she’d done the same to Nameless. Twice in the space of a day.

No point beating around the bush, then, she decided, narrowing her eyes and taking a strong grip on her sword hilt. Shit like this is what would get her killed. In her line of work, there was no place for weakness; no place for friends.

On the opposite side of the sky from the dying suns, Aosia’s moons cast their silvery light over the treetops: Raphoe an immense frosted face peeking above the horizon; Charos pitted like a sponge; and higher up, the tiny disk of Ennoi, baby of the three. It may have been wishful thinking, may have been another ploy of this land of bad dreams, but she felt sure the moons were calling to her, offering her their counsel.

Two times in one day might not have been enough. Didn’t they say all good things came in threes?

Resisting the urge to glance back at the gorge, Ilesa cast her eyes about in the gloaming settling over the forest, hoping against hope for some glimpse of the distant Farfall Mountains, some landmark that would show her the way out of this cursed place.

Seeing nothing, she set off in the direction of Raphoe, and banished every last thought of the Nameless Dwarf from her mind.
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