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SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF

Book Five

SKULL OF THE LICH LORD

Captured by the survivors of his massacre at Arx Gravis, the Nameless Dwarf is sentenced to die. The assassin Ilesa has abandoned him, and so it falls to the ex-rogue Nils and Silas the sorcerer to stage a rescue.

But with the Lich Lord’s grimoire obsessing him more and more, Silas suspects he is no longer in control of his own fate. Sick and close to death, he is drawn on by visions of a black staff within a forest of tar.

As an ancient trap closes in on the companions, the last of the dwarves are threatened with extinction at the hands of ravenous beasts that live only to feed.

And in the background, orchestrating it all, an implacable horror Nameless thought had been destroyed:

A skull with crimson eyes that feast on living souls.

All that remains of Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia.
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ONE

THE AXE OF THE DWARF LORDS

By the Supernal Father, she was lonely.

After all this time, she’d forgotten what it was like. When you’d been alone as long as she had, you eventually ceased to notice. The feeling sank, just as Arnoch had sunk, to a place deep within she was afraid to visit. She’d grown used to not dwelling upon it; pretended it wasn’t there.

One touch. That was all it had taken. Warm fingers curling about her haft, the comfort of his strength, the bliss of the two becoming one. He had roused her from her slumber, hefted her into the giddy thrill of battle, restored her purpose.

And then he’d left; ditched her on the shores of a new-formed lake. It didn’t matter the reason; she couldn’t bear to be without him: her wielder. Her companion. Her Exalted.

Please, she pulsed out into the ether, knowing he couldn’t hear her, but hoping nevertheless. Please.

Don’t abandon me, she wanted to say, but the words would have brought a terrible admission—one she doubted she could endure. Don’t let me sink beneath the waters of the lake. Weren’t all those centuries alone in the submerged Arnoch enough? Is it my fate to be forgotten?

Perhaps, if her power had been greater, the city would not have fallen. Perhaps if she’d been braver…

She’d failed every one of her Exalted when they had stood against the Destroyer. She’d failed the dwarf lords of Arnoch; failed King Arios. That’s why she’d never seen her entombment beneath the waves as anything but deserved punishment. The dwarves she was pledged to protect had all perished, so it was only right she shared their watery grave. But when the Nameless Dwarf had reached out to her in his need, when she’d sped to his grasp, all her past failings were incinerated in that burst of argent that ended the unstoppable nightmare.

Until this moment, she’d not asked herself why she’d been impotent against the Destroyer before, why all the other Exalted had fallen and Arnoch had plunged beneath the sea. But she asked now that she was alone once more, now that she felt the coldness of her crafting, the lifeless ebb of her tortured awareness. It was him, not her. All the power she offered him was as nothing compared with the gift of his touch, the throb of the blood pumping through his veins, the unconquerable heart of a champion. He was not just an Exalted; he was the best of the Exalted.

And he was hers.

A shudder passed through her blades and rippled its way down her haft. She felt both longing and despair in one tormented instant. She wished she had a mouth, like she had before in her life the other side of the Void in the Supernal Realm. The desire gave birth to one in her mind, and she made good use of it, wailing into the infinite spaces of the cosmos and begging for oblivion.

“Sister? Sister, is that you?” —a voice, far away. A voice broken with anguish. “I hear your cries and add them to my own.”

“Brother?” she asked with imaginary lips.

“Aye, the same,” came the quavering response. “Though I am ashamed to admit it. I could not find you, my sister. It was as though you were plucked from existence.”

She shifted upon the shore, spun in the mud, as if that would bring them closer. “Arnoch fell, my brother, and I fell with her.”

“The Perpetual City? But how? When?”

She dared not speak of it to him. The first word would undo her, destroy what self-control she still held onto. “A long time ago.” Longer than she cared to remember. “Are you still—”

“A hammer? Of sorts, I suppose, though I no longer have anyone to swing me. But you, my sister, surely you are still the hope of the dwarves, even with Arnoch’s passing?”

“I am no one’s hope, brother. I failed them. Failed them all.”

His sigh was the distant rumble of thunder. “I know that bitter taste. I am the bedfellow of betrayal and failed redemption.”

“What has happened, my brother?”

Another peal of thunder, muffled this time and farther away. She counted the seconds to his response and knew there was not long left.

“Death, my sister. The death of hope. Maldark, my wielder, perished, and the memory is still raw. Mananoc grows strong, but I can no longer oppose him. It is now down to others to fight that battle, but without our aid, how can they prevail? Our brother has turned his back on the Supernal Father, and now you tell me you have failed. I see only despair. Our day is done.”

The voice echoed away into silence. She wanted to call out, beg him to return, but she feared the lack of an answer. It was as cruel as the fleeting touch of her Exalted, this ghost from her past.

And then she saw him, just a phantom, standing before the throne of Witandos in the Supernal Realm. She’d been on his right, her other brother on his left, as the terrible path they were to tread was laid out before them. Three lives for the sake of mortals; three to stand against the deceptions of Mananoc.

But now, two had failed. And the other… The other—

“Darling sister. I thought you didn’t care.”

She saw a vision of a forest of tar, its black trees oozing malice. At the center, wreathed in briars, stood a staff carved of deepest ebony.

No. Not now. I’m not strong enough. The illusion of voice broke like the gossamer strands of a web in a tempest. If she couldn’t speak, maybe he couldn’t hear her. Perhaps he’d grow tired and leave her be. Perhaps—

“Oh, I can hear you, sister.” He hissed the last word, left its lingering susurrus to infiltrate her every secret space. “I’ve missed you. Where have you been? Bottom of the sea, I hear. You don’t visit. You don’t write. I have so much to tell you.”

She slid through the mud, seeking to defend herself from the Ebon Staff and knowing it was futile.

He’s not here, he’s not here, he’s not—

“Oh, yes, I am. You don’t get much closer than this.”

An icy tendril coursed its way through her panicked consciousness. She’d lifted into the air above the lake before she even thought about it.

“Go on, flee. Flee back to your stunted little boyfriend. See if he can save you. See if he can save the last of his insipid race.”

But we were once like them, she wanted to say. We were the pattern the dwarves were dreamed from.

But she’d be wasting her time. He knew what he was, knew where he’d come from. The only difference was, he’d grown to resent his past, resent the command that had melded them with steel, wood, and stone and sent them through the Void. And she knew that long ago, even before Arnoch had sunk beneath the ocean, he’d made some very unpleasant friends.

“Oh, you remember! How sweet. I’ll be sure to tell him when he gets back from the Void.”

The Void? You must be more insane than I thought.

During their passage through that empty space, the three siblings had been held in existence purely by the arcane wisdom of Witandos, who had forged them into indestructible weapons of power. Besides them, only Etala, the Archon, and Mananoc had passed from the Supernal Realm through the Void, but even they could not return. And since his defeat by the Archon, Mananoc barely clung to existence on the brink of the Void through the obstinate refusal of his will. Her brother’s master, the Lich Lord of Verusia, might have grown strong on the perversion of all that was good and holy, but even his awesome power would be as nothing compared to the infinite hunger of the Void.

The Ebon Staff’s consciousness still lingered within her, but he didn’t say anything. The callous laughter that threatened to swamp her told her all she needed to know.

With a jolt of terror she’d prayed never to feel again, she sped toward the trees flanking the lake with one desperate thought wailing through her mind:

Nameless!

 




TWO

SILAS

Silas swore and looked up from the book he was reading—the occult grimoire of Otto Blightey, Lich Lord of Verusia. The damp ground soaking into the seat of his britches hadn’t done it. Neither had Nils’s imbecilic humming, nor his ludicrous attempts to grunt out the sounds of the words he was trying to read. The gurgling slurps of the hungry bogs that spattered the moors scarcely raised an eyebrow. It was the rank stench invading his nostrils that finally tore Silas’s eyes from the page.

His first instinct was to gag, but then he coughed into his fist. The coppery tang of blood coated his lips, and when he checked, his hand was speckled with crimson. Familiar dread insinuated its way into his bones. He didn’t have much longer, that was clear. It was the magic doing it, without any shadow of a doubt.

They’d warned him about it at the Academy. On his first day, they’d spelled it out for the students: creation out of nothing was as impossible for wizards as it was for the philosophers of science. “Give and take,” was how Magister Quilth had described it. You gave something of yourself—your essence—and you took from the eldritch well of the Daeg’s dreams. The trick was in finding suitable conduits, so that the magical debt wasn’t paid by the wizard himself. Easy for Quilth to say. He had enough conduits to pipe magic into every home in Jeridium, if he’d been the sharing kind. Wands, scrolls, a shaggy black cat. Silas suspected the master could even draw magic through an artichoke, given half a chance, but Quilth had steadfastly refused to share his secrets. “It’s a privilege,” he used to say. “Something each wizard needs to earn for himself.” Well, as far as Silas was concerned, he had earned it—by using the skills of his misspent youth to steal Blightey’s grimoire. Judging by his failing health, though, that might not have been what Quilth meant.

What scared him more than anything was that the sickness showed no signs of abating, even when he laid off the magic. Apart from working on Nils’s shoulder wound, he’d barely cast a cantrip since leaving the lake, despite the lad sniveling about food and a fire. The rot had set in and was rapidly taking Silas where he had no desire to go. The only thing that stood between him and an early grave was the book and its promise of power without the downside. But even that had to be earned. Perhaps the illness was the spur he needed; if not for the threat of wasting and death, nothing this side of the Abyss would have forced him to search out the black staff at the heart of its malignant forest.

Something was calling to him—or was it someone?

“Did you hear me?”

“What?” Silas said, and then saw Nils looking at him expectantly. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Raesoor’akon.” The imbecile was jabbing a finger at the open page of his Lek Vae.

“Sorry?”

“Raesoor’akon,” Nils said again. “What the shog is that?”

“Ancient Vanatusian, you dunce, like all the other words in that insipid book. I don’t know what possessed me to think I could teach someone with a brain the size of a rabbit turd.”

Nils screwed his face up, looking for all intents and purposes like he’d missed an appointment with the latrine and was now suffering an unscheduled bid for evacuation.

“Yeah, but that ain’t one of the words you learned me, is it?”

“It means resurrection.”

“What’s that, then?”

Truth be told, Silas didn’t know the first thing about what the Lek Vae said on the subject, or anything else for that matter. Nor did he care. From what he could make out from the passages he’d read to Nils, the book was a hodgepodge of obfuscating gobbledygook that looked as if it had been accidentally thrown together by a monkey with a quill and way too much parchment. “It means to come back to life.”

Nils’s frown deepened, if that were possible. “From what?”

“Death, presumably.” You utter moron. “Though, with most religions, the meaning’s not necessarily literal. Resurrection probably denotes change. Got it?”

“Uhm…”

“Good. Now shut up. I’m thinking.”

With an exaggerated huff, Nils turned his attention back to the page. Silas could almost hear his brain groaning with the effort. The lad rubbed at his shoulder. It didn’t seem to matter that Silas had gone to great efforts to heal the wound. No easy task when you had to eradicate every last trace of infection the goblin bite had left. Waste of bloody magic, if you asked him. Ungrateful wretch.

Mist was rolling in from the moors, curling between the swaying reeds. In the west, a mountain range snaked southward like the spine of a monstrous beast. For all he knew, it could have been. Perhaps even the backbone of the tortured god whose nightmares they now shared.

The parting glow of the twin suns lingered between two hazy peaks. To the east lay the sprawling pine forest they’d left mercifully behind. Nils had wanted to give chase to the dwarves who’d taken Nameless, despite the threat of their crossbows, but Silas persuaded him to skirt the edge of the trees, see if they could find another way to rescue their friend. He had no idea what that was, but the grimoire would provide an answer. It left him in no doubt about that whatsoever.

Something golden streaked across the sky toward the north. It was too low for a shooting star. He cocked his head and watched its passage above the distant forest. He was about to point it out to Nils, but the lad looked up, wrinkled his nose, and glared.

“You shat your pants?”

Silas drew in air between his teeth. “No”—you fatuous idiot—“it’s peat.”

The snot-nosed cretin took that as an excuse to close his book. Anything to avoid reading. Mind you, seeing as he had nothing better to study than religious hogwash, Silas couldn’t say he blamed him. What was Nameless thinking when he lent his book to Nils? More to the point, what was an axe-wielding, beer-swilling, genocidal maniac doing with sacred scriptures in the first place?

“Pete who?” Nils asked.

“Rotting vegetation, you nincompoop.”

Nils frowned at the undergrowth, bent his nose to the black mud. “Oh, got you. Shog, that stinks. Can’t we move—”

“No.” Silas pointedly resumed his reading. The letters and sigils on the page began their whirling dance, honing his vision to a point.

“But we should get going. Anything could’ve happened to Nameless. I mean—”

“I’m studying.”

Nils let out an exaggerated sigh and began to tap the cover of his Lek Vae. “How long’s it take, for shog’s sake?”

“A lot longer, if you keep interrupting.”

“Rate you’re going, I’ll have a full-grown beard by the time you’ve finished.”

Silas’s fingers tightened into a fist, splayed, tightened again. His eyes narrowed so much, he half-expected them to pop from their sockets. How was he supposed to focus, when he could see the irritating little prick out of the corner of his eye, rubbing his chin and imagining he had anything more than bum-fluff growing there?

“Impressive, Nils. You’ll be able to plait that in another decade. Don’t tell me you’re going to get yourself an axe and start drinking mead next.”

“What you saying?”

“I have a notion you’re idolizing someone,” Silas said.

“You’ve a what?”

“Our dwarf friend. You’re emulating him, by which I mean, you’re trying to be like him.”

“I ain’t like him.”

Silas closed his eyes and drew in a long, slow breath. “I think that’s very shrewd of you. Now, do you mind shutting up, so I can read?”

Nils went back to his book, muttering to himself all the while. Silas caught snippets of it: “Bloody Ilesa. Never should’ve trusted the bitch. Sod the shogging dwarves. Should’ve just followed and gave them what for.”

The effect was mildly comical—the way the lad’s face kept screwing up like a donkey’s rectum, the same as Silas’s might have if he was presented with the Collected Works of Quintus Quincy, the worst poet in Medryn-Tha. Not that Silas had ever seen a donkey’s back passage, but he’d seen Quincy’s when the audience turned on the poet during a recital.

For a moment, the memory distracted him, and he almost laughed out loud. Those had been hard days, eking out a measly existence as a cutpurse on the streets of Jeridium, but there had been something pure about them. Things had changed when he worked the wizards’ quarter and got himself caught breaking into Magister Quilth’s house. A year and a day of study—that had been his punishment. Locked in the Academy and never permitted to leave.

After the first few weeks, he’d started to enjoy it. He had an aptitude for study, a hunger for it as addictive as his mother’s need for men. Knowledge brought control, and control meant power. Not in any tyrannical way; just the ability to get through each day without being trodden underfoot like his father. Good days, all of them—the thieving and the study; and they weren’t that much different when you considered the way the scholars at the Academy were always plagiarizing their colleagues’ work and stabbing each other in the back. He knew it was just nostalgia, but it seemed even the air had been crisper back then, the suns’ light brighter. He felt the gentle pull of remembrance, longed to drift upon its currents, but even stronger was the sharp tug back to the page.

The letters oozed like a lava flow, burning themselves into his brain. They sat just behind his eyes, smoldering keys to Blightey’s dark secrets. Dark, but potent. The sort of thing they were going to need, if they had any chance of rescuing Nameless.

And Silas did want to rescue the dwarf. Not just to help complete the quest for the Lich Lord’s staff; part of him genuinely wanted to save Nameless.

The surge of emotion came like an unexpected blow; it almost translated into tears. Silas’s face tightened into a grimace, and he shook his head. He was getting to be like Nils, and that couldn’t be a good thing.

“What’s that?” Nils said, looking up from his book like a startled chicken.

“What?” Silas kept his attention on the grimoire’s spells grafting themselves onto his memory with a tangibility that hurt. Nils was no more than a buzzing fly at the periphery of his awareness.

“That sound.”

“Just a minute,” Silas said, satisfied he was prepared for every eventuality. The question now was, how were they going to find Nameless? It wasn’t as if either of them was much of a tracker. He was starting to wish Ilesa hadn’t gone off on her own. Well, maybe “wish” was too strong a word.

“Listen,” Nils whispered, scooting closer on his backside.

Silas held up a finger for silence.

The grimoire’s pages turned of their own accord. He still hadn’t grown used to it. It was almost as if invisible hands were riffling through, looking for just the right spell to answer his unspoken question.

Something squelched off to the left.

Silas tensed, thinking Nils was chewing next to his ear. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He’d heard more than he could stand of the cretin’s slurps and teeth-grinding since they’d been traveling together. What was it with some people that they had to be continuously stuffing their faces? If Nils needed to masticate, then he could bloody well do so alone, out of earshot. And if that meant at the bottom of a quagmire, then all well and good. Silas had half a mind to give the uncouth youth a long overdue clip round the ear, but then he remembered they had no food and hadn’t had for some time. It couldn’t possibly have been Nils making that sound.

He tried to screen the noise out, so he could focus on the page the book had selected. The ink was dried and crumbling, coming away in powdery flakes. It looked black at first, but when Silas licked his finger and dabbed it on the script, he saw it was a brownish red. The page itself, like a few of the others, was of vellum, gummed in at a later date, whereas most were of thicker parchment and stitch-bound. The flesh on his back prickled as he scrutinized the letters. They crept and slithered into his mind, a series of harsh consonants and long drawn-out diphthongs. He tried to mouth the alien words, but his throat felt like a thousand spiders had crawled into it, coalescing into one writhing, cloying mass.

“There it is again,” Nils said, but Silas could barely breathe, never mind respond. “That sucking sound. Gurgling, like a ditch being drained.”

Shut up, I’m choking!

“Know what it reminds me of?” Nils went on. “My dad eating. Hated that sound when I was at home.”

Now there’s irony for—

Silas’s guts flip-flopped into his throat. He felt like a snake that had swallowed an egg.

“You all right?” Nils said. “What’s up with your neck?”

Silas doubled up, dry-heaving, but nothing could get past the blockage. Something tickled his uvula, pressed against his palate. He retched again, and this time the mass shifted into his mouth. The same something probed his lower gums, found purchase on his teeth. It felt like a finger. Another emerged, curling under his chin. A scream started deep in his larynx as his jaw was forced open, and the skin either side of his lips stretched so taut he knew it was going to rip. But then the mass flopped out of his mouth and landed with a plop on the open page.

“Shit!” Nils said, scrambling back.

Silas coughed up blood and bile, all the while staring at the horror that had emerged from his throat. It looked like a huge glistening spider, drenched with his phlegm; but then it twitched and splayed out four elongated fingers and a thumb.

“It’s a hand!” Nils half screamed. “A shogging hand!”

The bog slurped and belched, causing Silas to look away from the abomination he’d just given birth to. The peaty ground to the left had shifted, leaving a ditch like a scar in its black surface.

“See, I told you something weren’t right,” Nils said. “Let’s get out of here.”

Childlike limbs hung over the edge of the ditch, the skin flayed and showing bones. Gobs of goo dangled from them, giving Silas the sickening feeling they’d been partially digested. The sod above the ditch bubbled and squelched, drawing together into a mound that kept on growing.

A frantic rapping drew Silas’s eyes back to the hand. It was drumming its fingers on the page, as if it demanded his attention.

Nils gasped something, and Silas’s jaw dropped as the hand scuttled in a tight circle and then sped off like a giant cockroach.

The heaping pile of peat was still sucking in more of the bog. It was already as tall as a man and just as wide. A bulbous protrusion sprouted from its top, forming into a misshapen head. Sinuous arms coiled from each side, flailing the air like a couple of half-starved pythons.

The hand scuttled back and thumped Silas on the shin. He cursed as it sped off to the north, but this time, he needed no more prompting. He was already huffing and puffing in pursuit when the bog creature let out a horrific slobbering roar.

“Run!” he cried over his shoulder, but he needn’t have bothered.

Nils shot past him and sprinted hell for leather after the grisly hand.

 




THREE

NAMELESS

Another?” Cordy lifted the jug like a trophy and took a staggering step toward him.

“You need to ask?” Nameless held out his tankard and grinned at Thumil. “Best ale I’ve tasted, aside from Ballbreakers, or I’m a shogging goblin.”

“Better than shogging a goblin!” Thumil guffawed and tipped over backward on the bench, feet kicking the air as if he were running upside down.

Cordy roared with laughter, doubling over at the waist and sloshing beer over the tiles.

Nameless rolled from his bench, holding out his tankard, catching one drop, two, and then pitching onto his face.

Thumil let out a shrill pipe of laughter, utterly incontinent. The tangy odor of hops rose like a magical cloud into Nameless’s nostrils and snapped the last restraining chains of decorum. His tongue lolled out, and he got down on his hands and knees to lap at the puddled beer.

“Stop,” Cordy sputtered through snot and laughter. “Stop. Thumil has something to say.”

“I do,” Thumil said. “I do indeed, and it’s frightfully important. What is it, dear?”

“You drunken old sot. How the shog did you get chosen to be Voice of the Council?”

Nameless twisted his head and winked. “What better qualifications for the Voice than to drink mightily and talk drivel? Same things you married him for, Cordy.”

And suddenly, he knew he was dreaming. The three of them had not drunk together—save for the wedding banquet—after Thumil and Cordy were married. Not only that, but Thumil was dead, his head shoved on a spike. And Cordy would never laugh and joke again.

She set down the jug and stood with hands on hips, playing the scolding mother. “If you want a thing doing…” she said, heading for the doorway on unsteady legs.

“Shush,” Thumil said, finger to lips. “Not a sound. Here she comes.”

Cordy returned, sure of step and suddenly sober. She cradled a white-wrapped bundle in her arms and was beaming down at it with utter devotion. “This,” she said to Nameless, “is our daughter, Marla. We would be honored if you would be her soul-father.”

Nameless’s head cleared in an instant. He pushed himself upright and touched a tremulous finger to the baby’s cheek.

Marla.

The baby he’d killed. It didn’t matter he hadn’t intended to. He was responsible—for her death, and the deaths of thousands of others.

“She’s…” Nameless looked to Thumil for help.

The Voice was sitting straight, arms folded across his chest, a big stupid grin on his wizened face.

“I know, old friend,” Thumil said. “Gladdens this dwarf’s heart more than he could ever have imagined.”

“You seriously want me to… I mean, after all I’ve… Me?”

Was this how it would have been, had he not been the Corrector when he’d come back to the ravine for a second slaughter?

“Yes,” Thumil said, smiling at his wife. “It’s what we both want.”

“But the others,” Nameless said. “If not for my strength, they’d have my guts for—”

“We all deserve a second chance,” Cordy said. “You’re a good dwarf at heart. I’ve always known that.” Her eyes strayed to the black axe leaning against the table.

The armor Nameless had taken from the Lich Lord lay in pieces upon the floor. The ocras helm that had imprisoned him for so long was on the table, along with the fire giant’s gauntlets. The Shield of Warding he’d brought back from the cusp of the Abyss was propped in a corner.

The axe still called. Its insatiable rage clung to the deepest parts of his soul. But next to these people who still believed in him, in spite of it all, its power was as nothing.

“You’ve suffered enough,” Thumil said, rising to place a hand on his shoulder.

The axe head grated as it pivoted, throwing off waves of darkness.

Nameless tried to scream a warning, but it was too late. The malice smothered him like a pall.
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Freezing water splashed over Nameless’s face. He sputtered and thrashed awake, eyes opening onto the immense disk of Raphoe leering at him down the channel of the canyon. In one sickening moment, his heart turned into a millstone.

Second chances? Suffering enough? Wrong on both counts.

He flinched at the memory of baby Marla’s limp and bloody body. And Thumil… Poor, poor Thumil.

“Hate for you to miss the fun,” said a nasally voice. “Seeing as you’re the guest of honor and all.”

Nameless craned his neck to see a scrawny dwarf standing over him with a bucket. He rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his knees. His wrists were shackled, long chains running from them to his ankles.

“Name’s Weasel,” the dwarf said.

Nameless had seen the shogger before, at the circle fights in Arx Gravis, what seemed an age ago. Weasel had been the one taking bets.

He looked about as good as his name, lean to the point of starvation, with a snout of a nose and a scraggly beard. His almond eyes were heavy-lidded, giving him a lazy look that could just as well have been cunning.

Weasel leaned in close and whispered. “If you get out of this alive, which I sincerely doubt, come and see me. I remember how you took down Kallos the Crusher in the circle. Play our cards right, and we’re minted. Fear factor like you’ve got’s worth a ton of tokens in my line of work.”

Kallos the Crusher, the undisputed baresark champion. Nameless remembered the fight; remembered prevailing—only just. But that was another lifetime, back when he’d still had a name.

“Who told you to get up?” a heavily armored dwarf said, stomping over and raising a club.

“I did, geezer,” Weasel said, stepping in the way. “Punters deserve to see what they’re wagering on.”

“Punters? Wagering?” the grunt said, looking like he’d woken up from a dream to find everyone speaking in nonsensical words, which Nameless guessed was anything with more than one syllable.

Weasel tapped a finger to the side of his nose. He produced a clinking purse of tokens and handed it over. The bewildered guard stared at it for a long moment then grinned and backed away to a clutch of similarly armored dwarves, nodding and giving Weasel a discreet thumbs up.

Moonlight washed the floor of the gorge with silver, casting deep shadows on the sheer rock walls that loomed over them to either side. Nameless could just about make out dwarves with crossbows watching the camp from ledges above.

And what a camp it was. The survivors of Arx Gravis had worked quickly to set up a temporary village of tarpaulin shelters, and here and there construction had started on rough stone huts—none as yet completed, but it was clear they intended to stay. Drystone walls had been erected to the north and south of the gorge, hundreds of yards apart. Each was manned by stoic sentries brandishing spears that reflected the light of the fires dotting the occupied space.

Most of the shelters were empty. Dwarves were gathered in groups, their chattering a muffled, echoing hubbub. Even the children were awake, fighting with wooden axes or hanging onto parents’ hands. In the red glow coming from a brazier, white-robed figures debated in a semicircle. One of them stood apart from the group talking with Jaym, whose red hair and beard were unmistakable even in the half-light.

“Good to see everyone so excited,” Nameless said. “What’s the play? Phancles’ Tragedy of Maldark the Fallen? Lemdar’s Some like it Stumpy? Jarid’s Trial of Tinfoot Beardless?”

“Getting warmer,” Weasel said.

“Thought you might say that. Looks like the Council of Twelve’s already in full flow. Did I miss my defense?”

Weasel chuckled. “Plenty of time for that. Even in full flow, the Council ain’t likely to make their minds up anytime soon. You know what it’s like. Must have been five years since a bunch of wizards from Jeridium contacted them about selling off some ocras from the mines and they still hadn’t reached a decision when we left Arx Gravis. Mind you, gave some of us a chance to make a bit on the sly, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t get it,” Nameless said. “How come you’ve settled here? Seems everywhere I set foot in this shogging land turns into something else.”

Weasel turned away, taking his bucket with him. “Yeah, funny that,” he shot over his shoulder. “Don’t think anyone else has worked that one out. Ask Stupid. He’s always ready with an opinion.”

“Stupid?” Surely not the motley clad fool who’d been close to Dythin Rala, the Voice who’d preceded Thumil?

But Weasel had slipped in among the dueling children and was making his way toward Jaym and the councilor.

Nameless squinted. He was sure it was Throam Grago.

Now there was a dwarf who spoke his mind, and Grago was uncharacteristically decisive for a councilor—not necessarily a good thing.

Grago was still head to head with the baresark, and every now and then, they would involve nearby soldiers in their conversation. Some were wearing Red Cloaks. Others were more thugs than soldiers, scum from the backwaters of the ravine city. It looked like Jaym had brought along his friends, too. There must have been a dozen baresarks there, moonlight glinting from their piercings.

“Bacon bites! Get them while they’re hot!” someone shouted in among the crowd. “Truffles! Ironbelly’s Ale!”

Ironbelly’s? You’d have to be dying of thirst during a drought and have the taste buds of a dehydrated turnip to drink that piss. The insult was too much to bear. If the Council were determined to see the Ravine Butcher punished for his crimes, they could at least have cracked open a keg or two of Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead. Mind you, with a mouth feeling like it was full of sand, Nameless figured he couldn’t be such a snob.

“Over here!”

“Beer, beer, everywhere,” a lilting voice piped up. “But for the condemned there’s only guilt to drink. How now, dwarf with no name, liketh you our tragic game?”

A knock-kneed dwarf in patchwork clothes of red, green, and blue gamboled toward him, shaking a child’s rattle. He had a face that resembled nothing so much as a walnut, and a beard like tangled cobwebs. Upon his head was a tall hat, topped with a bell that tinkled as he danced.

Some names are best forgotten—The words Stupid had said to him the first time Nameless had set eyes on the fool.

He recalled a fight with three baresarks. The Svark, Baldar Kloon, had hired them to avenge a perceived slight. Cordy had been there. Thumil, too. And Stupid had appeared in an alley.

Something else he’d said bubbled to the surface: You must forget in order to find the truth of who you are.

But forget what? His name? He’d certainly done that, but what had that revealed about him, save that he was a nobody in dwarven society now, no better than the baresarks? A shog sight worse, when you considered what he’d done.

“Stupid,” Nameless said.

“Are we so familiar that you presume to diminish my name? Another inch and it will be just like yours.”

“Then I’ll make do with ‘laddie,’ if it’s all the same to you.”

“Stupid I am, even when stupid I’m not. Dolt Dullard, I am called, and by others Dimwit Numbskull; but the name of names beyond all others would make the pieces whole, should I give it—which I shan’t, for you know it already.”

“I think you’re mistaken, laddie,” Nameless said. “I remember you from the ravine, and from Thumil and Cordy’s wedding, but I don’t recall you going by any other name.”

“You forgot your own name,” Stupid said. “No reason you’d remember mine. Say, it’s a funny thing how quickly folk grow familiar. A patter of banter, and we’re matey like mates.”

Over Stupid’s shoulder, Nameless saw Throam Grago take his place with the rest of the Council of Twelve. It seemed strange, and a little sad, to see them in their robes of office—save for Cordy, who stood out in her blue dress—but with no debating table to gather round.

It looked like they were ready for him. Grago said something, and Jaym and a couple of soldiers headed over. The baresark had a metal loop in one hand. It was attached to a length of chain. In his other hand, he held his warhammer.

“Will wonders never cease?” Stupid said. “I’d have wagered the suns would have fallen from the sky ere they were ready to begin. Something is rotten, something is afoot. The Council of Twelve making haste. The like I’ve never seen.”

“A quick question, laddie,” Nameless said, eyes never leaving the rapidly approaching group. Beyond them, the whole community, save those on sentry duty, was massing together around the Council. “Why has this place not shifted like everywhere else in Cerreth? Is it a safe-haven?” Safe for the survivors of Arx Gravis to start anew? Safe enough to consider his task done?

“’Tis a footprint among footprints. You should know—you’ve left your own. Stepping stones across the chaos. I have a map—”

“Good,” Jaym said, shoving Stupid out of the way. “Need something to wipe my arse on.” He glowered at Nameless. “How’s the jaw? Bet you never felt a punch like that before.”

“Punch?” Nameless said. “Never felt a thing. It was your breath that knocked me out.”

Jaym’s face twisted into a snarl. His knuckles whitened from gripping his warhammer so tight, and he started to shake.

“Steady, big man,” a Red Cloak said. “He’s got it coming, Jaym, just you wait and see.”

“Kal?” Nameless said. “Kaldwyn Gray? Gods of Arnoch, you’re alive!”

“Not a word,” Kal said, drawing his shortsword and touching the point to Nameless’s throat. “Not a shogging word.”

Jaym stepped behind, and Nameless tensed, expecting a crushing blow to the back of the head. Instead, an iron collar clicked into place around his neck, and Jaym came back in front holding his length of chain like a leash.

“Come on, doggie. We gonna have us some fun.” The baresark yanked on the chain and strode toward the waiting Council, Nameless in tow, a guard either side gripping his arms, Kal bringing up the rear.

The crowd parted to admit them, and Nameless dipped his head so he didn’t have to look anyone in the eye. He caught the whispered curses, though, and felt his people’s fear and hatred like blows.

Stupid danced alongside, bell tinkling, hands clapping a jaunty rhythm as he sang:

“I once met a dwarf who liked gin,

I know it’s a terrible thing;

He swigged it like ale

And told a tall tale

Of axes and dead dwarven kings.”

Nameless craned his neck to look back at the fool, who had stopped in his tracks and was staring, a fixed grimace on his gnomic face.

Axes and dead kings? Did he mean Arios, seated on his throne at the heart of Arnoch? The Axe of the Dwarf Lords? How could he—?

Jaym tugged the chain hand over hand, reeling Nameless in like a fish. Someone behind—Kal?—hit him across the back of the legs with a heavy blunt object, and Nameless fell to his knees. The guards released him, and Jaym dropped the chain, spat on him, and stood aside.

Nameless looked up, straight into the sardonic eyes of Throam Grago.

“Ah, the Nameless Dwarf,” Grago said. “A case for expedient action, if ever there was one.”

“We have already made extraordinary haste, Councilor Grago,” Old Moary said. He’d been a councilor as long as there’d been dwarves in Arx Gravis, or so it seemed. If the Council was cautious, Moary was positively scrupulous. And yet, it had been Old Moary who’d made the decision for the dwarves to leave the ravine.

“That’s what makes for such a fascinating dialectic,” a young councilor said. He was slight of frame, yet held himself with the stiffness of an old soldier, and his chin had a haughty tilt to it. No doubt born with an ocras spoon in his mouth, or an axe haft up his nethers. “Thesis,” he nodded to Grago, “and antithesis. Distill the disparate threads, bind them together, intermesh them, and we arrive at—”

“Councilor Garnil, if you please,” Old Moary said.

Grago rolled his eyes. “For once we are in agreement, Moary. Now, do be a good boy, Garnil, and leave the grownups to do the talking.”

“Garnil?” Nameless said. “Nip Garnil, son of Tor?”

Garnil blanched. “You remember? Remember what you did to my father?”

Nameless’s guts clenched. There had been so many. It was all one bloody haze, one grisly assortment of severed limbs, all of them just as nameless as he was. All of them faceless. All save for Thumil. Dear old Thumil and his beautiful daughter.

His eyes found Cordy glaring at him, as if she could burn him from existence with the strength of her hatred.

“I never questioned what had happened to your name at the time,” Cordy said in a voice like an icy flow. “Stupid, really. We were both stupid—me and Thumil.”

Old Moary placed a hand on her shoulder.

Cordy faltered for a second and then pressed on.

“That’s not strictly true. Thumil and I talked about it once, shortly after you came back to Arx Gravis. You see, Thumil struggled with the idea that we’d all been friends for so long, and yet we didn’t know your name. We knew how you’d lost it, same as everyone did, but there was never any sense that you’d had a name in the first place. Shog knows what that philosopher did, but it wasn’t natural. It was like you’d never existed—as a person; never been anything but the Butcher and then the Corrector; and yet Thumil remembered you from the Ravine Guard, and I remembered you from the Slean, and at our wedd…” She shut her eyes and tensed, her fingers clenching and releasing. “Wedding. Take away a person’s name, and they become a thing, an object. That’s how everyone came to see you: no more than a plague that took away our loved ones, a blight on our society, a terrible storm that killed indiscriminately.

“Thumil saw that and felt it was wrong. He knew it was the axe’s doing, and he tirelessly defended you, saying you’d had no choice but to go after Lukar into Aranuin; that you were a victim, same as the rest of us. But look where that belief got him. Look where it got my Marla.”

The black dog crept from the edges of Nameless’s mind, its breath a smothering pall.

“He thought…” Cordy winced and swallowed. “He thought no evil, no magical force, could override the heart of his greatest friend. He thought… My Thumil thought the love of friends could win out against the wiles of Mananoc. You know how much he cherished the ancient scriptures that had been abandoned in disgrace since the time of Maldark the Fallen? You know how he turned to them for guidance? Well, if he’d lived to see where they’d led him, he’d have burned them. Burned them all to shog!”

Old Moary tried to pull her into a hug, but Cordy pushed him away.

“Some things can’t be forgiven,” she snarled at Nameless, jabbing a finger at his chest. “Some things shouldn’t!”

Nameless spoke through a cloud of darkness. “I know.”

Cordy raised her fists and threw her head back, screaming at the night sky. “You don’t know! You don’t shogging know! You killed my baby. My sweet, sweet baby.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks, soaked into her beard.

Grago stepped forward and held his hands up, looking out over the crowd. “Then, we’re all agreed? If there’s no forgiveness for his crimes, surely there can be only one—”

Gold streaked down into the canyon, arcing its way above the Council until it came to hover before Nameless, moonlight glinting from the double-bladed head of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

A gasp went up from the crowd, and from somewhere at the back, Stupid sang, “A dwarf’s best friends are a hardy axe, a tavern to drink in, a foe to hack.” There was a sharp slap, and he cried out and went quiet.

“Gods of Arnoch!” Grago said in hushed awe. “Witandos, preserve us!”

The rattle of crossbows being raised was like a faraway distraction. Mouths gaped, eyes popped out of heads, and the thrum of fear rose palpably, as if Nameless could hear the pounding of hundreds of horrified hearts. Hearts that remembered. Hearts that knew what was to come.

He reached out his manacled hands, the chains connecting them to his ankles pulling taut with a clink. The axe glinted and pulsed in the moonlight. The Paxa Boraga. Peace of the Dwarves.

“Stand back,” a soldier said, taking a step toward Nameless with a shaky crossbow. It looked like he’d forgotten to cock the weapon.

Nameless’s hand paused a hair’s breadth from the axe’s haft. Warmth came off it in waves. He could feel its yearning deep in his veins. It wanted him. It needed him.

“Don’t touch it!” another dwarf hissed. This time, the crossbow was primed and aimed at Nameless’s face. “Move and you’re dead.”

The axe twirled, gold sparking along its blades. The crowd drew in a collective breath as it readied for a chop.

No! Nameless tried to say, but his lips wouldn’t respond.

The axe faltered and spun from the soldier to Nameless and back again.

Numbness seeped into his limbs, started to set like concrete.

“No,” he mouthed silently, the fingers of his outstretched hands kneading the air as if it were dough.

He ground his teeth, working his jaw until it cracked. His hands shook with the effort of trying to lower them. The chains clanked, and the axe responded, striking at one wrist, then the other in swift succession. Silver sparks flew, and the manacles fell away, the chains snaking to the ground. The axe made short work of his ankle bonds then flipped itself into his grasp. Golden fire streamed through his veins, burning away the paralysis.

A blur of movement caused Nameless to sway, and a beefy fist glanced from his temple. Jaym snarled and reached for the axe’s handle—but his fingers passed right through it.

“What the shog?” The baresark stepped back.

Nameless crashed his elbow into Jaym’s nose. Blood sprayed and Jaym reeled away clutching his face. The twang of a crossbow made Nameless spin, the axe coming up of its own accord and deflecting the bolt with its blades. He raised it to fling it at the crossbowman, but then a blue-garbed figure stepped into his field of vision.

“That’s right, do it all again, you animal,” Cordy said in a voice full of sleet. “Slaughter the few of us that remain.”

Nameless tried to say something, but the unformed words stuck in his throat like half-chewed meat.

“Go on.” Cordy pushed up close. “Cut my head off, like you did Thumil’s. Stick it on a shogging spike; and while you’re at it, grab a baby so you can… So you can…” Her chin quivered as tears streaked down her cheeks.

She punched Nameless full in the face. He rocked back but felt nothing. “Come, on!” Cordy screamed. “Kill me, you evil shogger. Kill me!”

Nameless let go of the axe, but it just hung there in the air. He saw Jaym bend down, come up with his hammer, and stride toward him. Somewhere in the crowd, a baby cried. He searched it out, finding a mother clutching a newborn to her breast. It looked just like Marla, squinty-eyed as it grizzled, the first downy growth of hair on its head and face. He wanted so badly to smile, but already the mother was hugging the child tighter and turning her back on him.

The rest of the dwarves gawped at the axe with ashen faces. They’d seen this all before—that was what it looked like to Nameless. Seen it and despaired. Theirs were the faces of people who knew there was nothing they could do. How could he tell them, make them believe he meant no harm?

“Hearken to a fool!” Stupid cried, slipping out from the crowd. “It’s the axe, but it’s not. Hearken! Arnoch’s real, and swimming like a kipper.”

Baffled looks passed through the onlookers, but Stupid had eyes only for Jaym. “That hammer head’s made of stone. What’s your excuse?”

Jaym backhanded him out of the way and hefted his hammer. The axe flashed golden and split it in two. The baresark dropped the pieces and threw his arms up to protect his face, but when he lowered them, his eyes were completely white, and froth spilled from his mouth. His shoulders bunched up to his ears, and veins popped out along his neck. Lips curling back in a roar of rage and frustration, Jaym charged, and the Paxa Boraga drew back to strike.

Nameless’s hand snapped out, wrenching the axe from the air, and Jaym sprang like a crazed gibuna.

Only, it wasn’t a spring: it was more of a tumble. He hit the ground hard and rolled.

Stupid stepped back with one hand covering his mouth.

“Oops,” he said. “It wasn’t me; it was my foot.”

“Ocras,” Nameless croaked. He sought out Old Moary among the councilors. “A chest lined with ocras.”

Old Moary’s rheumy eyes stared dully back, but then something sparkled within them.

“The Casket of the Law!” He snapped his fingers at a Red Cloak. “Fetch it.”

The crowd parted to let the soldier through, and Old Moary held up his hand for calm. “Stand down, everyone,” he said. “I think I know what he’s doing.”

Hardly a sound came from the onlookers. All Nameless could hear was the pounding of his heart and the ragged panting of Cordy’s breath. The axe squirmed and wriggled in his grasp, but he tightened his hold. He ran a finger along the edge of a blade, wincing as he drew blood. The effect was instantaneous: it was like waking from a deep, refreshing sleep. His mind cleared, his muscles swelled with anticipation, and the axe settled like a contented babe.

“You think you know what he’s doing?” Jaym climbed to his feet. He rolled his neck, and it gave an audible crack. His face was flushed as red as his hair, and pinprick pupils now sat at the center of his white eyes. “Well, let me show you what I’m gonna do.”

“A tap dance?” Nameless said, folding his arms across his chest, the axe resting between them. “A spot of crocheting?”

“Save the fooling for the fool,” Stupid said. “Your neck’s already two thirds in the noose. There’s no wit left here. The humor’s gone from the people of the ravine, but the last laugh’s on them. Mananoc loves a grumpy face and a joyless heart.”

Jaym advanced, his swollen thews threatening to burst through his tattooed skin. “I’m gonna bust you up, Butcher. I’m gonna pulp your shogging head, break your bones, rip out your stinking—”

“Jaym!” Grago snapped, as if he were correcting a dog. “Down!”

With drooping shoulders and lowered head, Jaym trudged over to stand with the councilor. Grago whispered in his ear, slitty eyes flicking over the rest of the Council, taking in the closest soldiers. A handful nodded almost imperceptibly, Kal among them. They may have been letting Grago know they were keeping an eye on Jaym, but Nameless had a nagging feeling tugging away at his guts. Jaym seemed satisfied with whatever Grago had told him and turned to glare at Nameless. There was no trace of humiliation about the baresark. If anything, he was gloating.

Nameless narrowed his eyes, but then Jaym suddenly pitched over backward, his body racked with spasms.

A gasp rolled through the crowd, and there were angry calls of “Cursed.” Fingers pointed at the axe.

“Give him space,” Weasel shouted as he rushed to Jaym’s side. “Go on, clear the decks.”

The scoundrel knelt behind the baresark’s head and placed his knees either side to support it.

“Happens all the time, whenever he gets angry. Show’s over, folks, unless you wanna see a grown dwarf piss his pants—and believe you me, you don’t want him finding out if you do.”

The councilors shuffled forward, obscuring Jaym and Weasel from Nameless’s view, and at the same time, the Red Cloak returned bearing an intricately carved casket of green-flecked ocras. He placed it at the feet of Old Moary, who raised his hands until he had the crowd’s attention.

“You all know what this is.” Old Moary opened the lid and lifted out two stone tablets inscribed with swirling letters.

Nameless had only seen paper copies before, in his brother’s study. The script was in Old Dwarven.

“The Tablets of the Law,” Old Moary said. “The statutes of Arx Gravis that have guided us since the Great Betrayal, when Maldark the Fallen led us to the brink of destruction.”

Old Moary suddenly looked flustered, turning this way and that, as if he had no idea what to do with the tablets now he’d removed them from their traditional resting place.

“Allow me,” Grago said, taking them from him and holding them at arm’s length, like he might have done someone else’s soiled laundry. He caught the attention of a Red Cloak and practically slung the tablets into the man’s arms. “Stick them in a sack or something, won’t you?”

Old Moary’s eyes widened. “Be careful, for goodness’ sake.”

Grago shook his head and folded his arms over his chest. “Now what?”

“Well…” Old Moary said, licking his lips.

Nameless went down on one knee and tenderly placed the Axe of the Dwarf Lords inside the casket. “Sorry, lassie,” he said as he closed the lid. “I know you’re just trying to help.” He wanted to tell her he’d be back to get her, but he was never much for lying.

He went to stand but swayed and would have fallen, had Stupid not caught him by the arm.

“Fools like to rush in where sane folk balk. They stand on the brink and often fall over the edge; they put their trust in the fickle, lay down the source of their strength, and place themselves at the mercy of those who have none. But the gods of Arnoch love a good fool.”

Nameless’s restored energy left him. His limbs grew heavy until only some dimly remembered sense of balance kept him standing. He felt as though half his heart had been stolen.

Grago clapped his hands, and a couple of Red Cloaks carried the casket to one of the unfinished stone shelters.

“There,” Old Moary said. “Like I was saying. He means us no harm, that much is clear.”

“The only thing that’s clear here, Councilor, is that there’s no need for a trial,” Grago said. “We all know he’s guilty, and we all know what happened last time some among us failed to take the appropriate action.”

Nameless looked up at that.

“Are you saying Thumil should not have—?” Nip Garnil started.

“Indeed, I am,” Grago said, raising his voice so that the crowd could hear. “If it hadn’t been for the Voice’s misplaced progressivism, we might still be in Arx Gravis. We might still number in the thousands, rather than a paltry five hundred.”

Cordy doubled over, as if stabbed in the stomach.

Nameless wanted to go to her but knew he was the last person she’d want offering her comfort.

“Oh, I know Thumil meant well.” Grago softened his voice and spoke directly to Cordy. “But we have our traditions for a reason. We dwarves have shown ourselves vulnerable to deception, and it is only the law that shields us from further error. That’s the way it’s been since Maldark, and that’s the way it must always be.”

It was hard to interpret the look on Cordy’s face. It could have been suppressed anger, but it could equally have been acknowledgement of her husband’s misjudgment, and by association, her own.

Old Moary coughed and flapped his hand around until someone thought to give him a tankard frothing with ale. He took a swig and found his voice.

“Bad form, Councilor Grago. Bad form indeed to speak so of the deceased, especially in front of Thumil’s widow.”

The other councilors grunted their agreement, but Grago merely waved away their objections.

“Tell that to the survivors who lost husbands, wives, and children. Why, we’ve all heard how Councilor Cordana grieves the loss of her babe, and she has my heartfelt sympathy, but does that not tell us something? If I were to adopt the bad form you speak of, Councilor Moary, I would ask Councilor Cordana what she would do if time could be turned back to the end of the first massacre. Would she support her husband’s stance, knowing what she does now?”

Nameless’s heart had slowed to a sporadic thump, but it almost stopped beating altogether as he waited for Cordy’s response.

A hush settled over the proceedings and all eyes fell on her.

“My Thumil was… a great man.”

A chorus of “ayes” passed along the crowd. All the councilors nodded, except for Grago. Jaym pushed his way through to stand at Grago’s side, britches stained with damp. Most of the color had drained from his face.

“No one’s disputing Thumil’s greatness, my dear,” Grago said. “What I am questioning is his wisdom as it relates to this specific incident. We all know of your husband’s ideals, his spiritual leanings, and many of us can see the goodness that gave them birth.”

More nods of agreement.

“But”—Grago held up a finger and showed it to all sides of the crowd—“would you place his ideals above the consequences we have suffered?”

Nameless lowered his head. He knew how he’d answer the question, and he had no right to expect anything more from Cordy. When it came down to it, it didn’t really matter whether it was Nameless or the axe that was responsible. Whether it was nature or the malice of Mananoc and his offspring, the faen. People had been slaughtered in their thousands. A child among them. Cordy’s baby.

“No,” Cordy said. “No, I would not.”

A chill blew beneath Nameless’s skin, sank deep into his marrow. It was what he’d expected. It was what he’d wanted.

Grago turned his palms up and raised his eyebrows. “So, what’s left to discuss?”

Old Moary coughed and spluttered, took another gulp of ale. “Plenty, Councilor Grago. Plenty. Why, there’s the statutes, the traditions—which you yourself said there is a good reason for.”

Grago shook his head and wagged his finger. “No, no, no, Councilor Moary, you miss my point. It is because our traditions were flaunted that we find ourselves in this quandary. ‘Action begets more action,’ did not the Law Fathers say? If this Nameless Dwarf had not acted outside of the law and retrieved the black axe, if we had not permitted the philosopher to place him in a deep sleep rather than destroy him, if Thumil had not extended clemency, when the appropriate response should have been execution, then we would not now be forced to act against our nature.”

Stupid hopped from foot to foot. “Nature gifted, nurture perverse.”

“Be silent, fool,” Grago said.

“Fools are always silent to the dunce without ears to hear.”

Jaym growled, and Stupid backed away, kowtowing as if he were leaving the court of a king.

“There is still much to debate,” red-faced Councilor Bley said.

“To what end?” Grago said. “Should we prattle on until he hacks the heads from our shoulders? Sticks them on spikes? Enough, I say. It is time we cast aside antiquated laws and acted to save our people.”

The crowd cheered its support, and the councilors turned to one another in hushed debate.

All except Cordy. She just stood there with her gaze locked on Nameless. He looked deep into her doleful eyes and knew what she expected of him. What he expected of himself.

“Councilor Grago is right,” Nameless said. “The time for talking is past. Every dwarf here knows my guilt, and I don’t deny it. Why waste your time on a trial, when the outcome is already obvious?”

Grago smiled. “Good advice. You see, there is a sliver of redemption, but I’m sure you all agree, it can never be enough.”

Nameless’s limbs hardened into stone. “No,” he muttered. “It can’t.”

“Councilor Cordana?” Grago said. “Do you concur?”

Eyes brimming with tears, fists shaking at her sides, Cordy answered, “Yes.”

Grago nodded, and hands grabbed Nameless.

“But,” Old Moary said. “But…”

“Councilor, Councilor,” Grago said. “Let’s not be insensitive to the lady’s grief. What was it you were saying about bad form?”

Old Moary’s mouth hung open, nothing but dribble coming out.

“Corporal Gray,” Grago said.

Kal stepped forward and saluted.

“I want the prisoner chained to the far wall of the ravine. Not too near the shelters, mind.” Grago ran his eyes along the line of his fellow councilors, daring them to contradict him. No one did. “Oh, and Corporal.”

“Councilor?”

“Tell the sappers their skills are required.”

Kal frowned at that and glanced at Nameless. “Sappers, Councilor?”

“I think you know what for, Corporal. Thank you.”

Nameless knew, the same as the rest of the dwarves must have known. Not that anyone living had seen such punishment enacted. It was a throwback to an earlier, harsher age, but it struck him as rather fitting. His name had already been erased from history, and now his body was about to be blown apart, the remains buried beneath an avalanche of rock.

“With me,” Kal said to the dwarves holding Nameless.

Jaym started to follow, but Grago restrained him with a hand on the shoulder.

“I would have beat you,” Jaym said as Nameless was led away. “You hear me, Butcher? I had you beat.”

The crowd drew back to let Nameless and the Red Cloaks through.

“Hey, Butcher,” a man called.

The Red Cloaks paused beside a dwarf propped up on a stretcher.

Nameless’s mind was a torpid daze. Hadn’t he seen the fellow at the serpent’s lake?

“I’m sorry?”

“Yeah, me too. Sorry you ever lived. Shog knows what that lad sees in you.”

“Lad?”

“That’s what I said. The boy back at the forest.”

“Nils?” A pang of regret passed through Nameless’s gut. He’d led the boy all the way out here and then left him to fend for himself.

“That’s him. Good kid, and a damn sight better off with you out of the way.”

Nameless turned his eyes on the pale face of Raphoe. Its eerie glow lent a touch of madness to the proceedings. It brought Silas to mind. Another failure. How could Nameless keep the wizard from the path he’d chosen if it was all to end here? He looked down at the dwarf on the stretcher. “I’m inclined to agree with you…”

“Cairn. Cairn Sternfist. I would have told you to remember it, but there’s not much point.”

The Red Cloaks pulled Nameless away and led him to the face of the cliff. He was roughly spreadeagled, his chains fixed to iron pitons in the rock. One of the Red Cloaks slapped him on the cheek.

“Cheer up, mate, it’ll all be over in a flash.”

“Nice one, Toan,” the other said. “In a flash. Like it.”

A dozen retorts swilled about at the bottom of Nameless’s mind, but the only thing that rose to the surface was another regret, this time for Ilesa.

Shog, he missed her. Missed her feistiness, missed her dry wit; but most of all, he missed her touch. For one brief moment, back on that new-formed isle with the serpent patrolling the lake, she’d made him feel like a dwarf again.

Too late for regrets, he told himself. He was ready for this. Ready to go into the dark one last time.

A squad of sappers approached, some carrying picks, hammers, and chisels, others cradling clinking sacks. They set their loads down at Nameless’s feet. While four of them began to cut into the rock face at various points around his body, an old-timer unpacked glass vials from the sacks. They were sealed with corks through which a length of wire poked, and each was filled with black powder—a mix of sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter.

Nameless licked his lips.

As the Corrector, he’d ordered their use in the siege of Jeridium.

 




FOUR

NILS

Nils weren’t happy with the state of play in the canyon below. Nameless was chained to the far wall, and there were dwarves chipping away at the rock face all around him.

“Why ain’t he doing nothing? He could have had them back there. What’s he have to go give the axe away for?”

Silas peered over his shoulder. “Can’t see. It’s all a blur from this distance.”

Not to Nils it weren’t. He’d always had good eyes, ever since he was a kid. Mom said he could spot a brass shekel from a mile away. She’d been half right about that. Fat lot of good it did him, though. Dad always claimed it was his; said he must’ve dropped it last time he passed that way.

It was an odd feeling staring down at the dwarven settlement. Raphoe was low on the horizon, bathing the canyon floor with shifting silver and giving it the look of a ghostly river.

The night air was cool and crisp. He would have called it clean, but for the lingering whiff of peat in his nostrils. Still, the chances of the bog monster chasing them all the way up here were pretty slim, he reckoned. Last they’d seen of it, the thing was bubbling back into the sod of the moors.

He got on his belly and looked down the sheer canyon wall. His guts lurched, and his vision blurred until he squinted half a dozen times.

There was a dwarf with a crossbow on a ledge about thirty feet below. There were others lower down, spread out along the side of the canyon at various heights. The far wall was clear. In fact, the only activity there was from the dwarves hammering away at the rock around Nameless. Every now and again a grey-haired dwarf would pass one of them something that glinted in the moonlight, and they’d poke it into a hole. Some crazy looking beggar in patchwork clothes and a silly hat was dancing a daft jig as they worked. Soldiers were organizing the rest of the dwarves into well-ordered rows off to the right and on Nils’s side of the canyon. A bunch of white-robed politician-types had the choicest positions at the front.

“Why do you suppose that lot are standing so far…” Nils answered his own question before he’d finished asking Silas. He suddenly knew what the dwarves working the rock face around Nameless were up to. “They’re sappers, ain’t they?”

“How should I know?” Silas said. “I can’t see, for the hundredth time.”

Nils was sure of it. He’d seen dwarven sappers at work before, on the walls of Jeridium. How could he have been so stupid? That’s why they were cutting holes into the rock face. They were filling them with explosives.

He craned his neck to speak to Silas and gagged. He’d not noticed before, but the wizard stank like crap. You’d think with all that magic, he’d be able to rustle up a hot bath and some perfume.

“Shog, Silas. You seriously need a wash.”

Silas made a show of sniffing his armpits. “Think that’s the pot calling the kettle black.”

Nils rolled onto his belly and dangled his feet over the edge.

“What the blazes are you doing?” Silas said.

“Rescuing Nameless, like we should have done already.” Though he hadn’t the foggiest how he was going to do it. “They’re gonna bring that side of the canyon down on him.”

“Blow it up?” Silas said. “But that’s idiotic.”

“Idiotic or not, I ain’t waiting no longer.”

Nils felt around with the toe of his boot until he found a crevice. He started to lower himself, but Silas put a restraining hand on his arm.

“Not like this,” the sorcerer said. “Get back up here.”

“But—”

Silas’s eyes flared red. The irises swirled.

Nils was overcome with giddiness. His limbs took on a life of their own and made him climb back up top.

“I am prepared,” Silas said, “for every eventuality.”

He held his palms toward Nils, closed his eyes, and began a low chant. The air shimmered, and the ground shifted.

Nils looked down, and his breath caught in his throat. It wasn’t the ground moving, he realized, it was his feet disappearing and the ground beneath showing through.

“What…? How…?”

“Invisibility.” Silas stepped back. “Now, go on ahead of me, get past the guards, and see if you can free Nameless. I won’t be far behind.”

“Nice plan, brain box, only there’s one problem,” Nils said. “Same one I was starting to realize when you stopped me just now.” He crept up close as silently as he could.

“What?” Silas said. He hadn’t noticed the movement. He was still looking at the spot Nils had last spoken from.

Nils filled his lungs and shouted, “How we gonna get the chains off?”

Silas squealed and threw his hands up. “Don’t do that. You scared the living shog out of me. And what if they heard you?”

Nils hadn’t thought of that. He slipped back to the edge and had a look. “Nah, they didn’t hear nothing.”

“No thanks to you. It never ceases to astonish me how—”

“Well?” Nils said.

Silas scratched his head then rubbed his chin. “You’re the son of the guildmaster of the Night Hawks. You tell me.”

Nils was taken aback by that. Yes, he was Buck Fargin’s son, but he hadn’t given thieving too much thought of late. Anyhow, he’d been more for climbing and burgling. Lock picking was another thing entirely.

“I don’t shogging know. Ain’t escapol… escapolo… getting out of things more your line of work? You know, conjuring.”

“I am not a prestidigitator!” Silas let out an exasperated sigh and spun round, as if he expected to find the answer behind him in the darkness.

Something squelched, and then a colossal dark mass burst up from the ground and smothered him.

“Gurrgh!” he spluttered. “Gurrrr—”

He was silenced by a slurping, belching, fart of a noise.

“Silas?” Nils cried. “Silas?”

An oozing mound of dung shivered and shook, shuffling first one way then the other, as if trying to locate the source of Nils’s voice. That was all the incentive Nils needed to shut up. He only hoped the peat-monster, or whatever it was, couldn’t hear the thunderous pounding of his heart.

Times like this, he knew exactly what his dad would have done, and truth be told, he plain felt like running away himself. Only, he couldn’t. Not after the way he’d abandoned Silas to the Ant-Man.

It was the bloody Lek Vae, making him feel guilty, that’s what it was. The more Silas learned him, the more he read those weird scriptures, the worse he got.

That, and Nameless. He’d seen the dwarf risk himself for others who didn’t even deserve it, time and again.

Get a grip, Nils Fargin, he told himself. A Night Hawk’s got no need for guilt, and the graveyards are full of wannabe heroes.

But that was Buck Fargin talking, and Nils weren’t nothing like his shogging dad. Not no more.

His sword was in his hand and swinging down at the reeking pile of muck before he had chance to think. Shite splashed his face, and the blade got stuck in living peat. The more Nils pulled, the harder the mass sucked, until the sword was ripped from his grasp.

A brown tendril curled around his boot, started to work its way up his ankle. Every instinct screamed at him to run, but all he could think of was Silas buried beneath all that rotting crap. If Nils didn’t get him out, and get him out soon—

The top of the mound exploded, and a fist punched its way free. Only, it wasn’t Silas’s fist, it was the creepy magical hand. It scuttled clear of the opening it had made, dragging behind it the satchel containing Silas’s book. Shite slid away from the sides of the hole, and Silas’s face emerged, coughing and gasping for air. His nose and mouth were clogged with peat, his hair plastered to his scalp. The mound belched and sucked and gurgled. Silas vomited brown ooze and began to sink back down. Throwing caution to the wind, Nils launched himself up the side of the pile and grabbed a handful of the wizard’s hair.

“Hold on, Silas,” he cried. “Hold on. I’m gonna get you out of there.”

Fine words, and from the heart, but Nils was buggered if he knew how. Already, he was slipping, and the more he tried to find purchase with his boots, the more caked in muck they became.

He felt suction around one of his calves, and then, with a slurp, the creature drew his leg into itself, all the way up to the knee. The pressure was agonizing, but with a twist of his torso, Nils was able to keep hold of Silas’s hair.

The magical hand tugged the grimoire from its satchel and riffled through the pages before pushing the open book in front of Silas’s squirming face.

Nils saw what it was trying to do and threw all his remaining strength into freeing his leg from the bog creature and launching himself upward. He splashed about in the slime at the top, dug into it with one hand, and tugged Silas’s head upright with the other.

The wizard spat sludge from his mouth and blinked his eyes into focus. His lips formed the shapes of the words he read on the page—harsh guttural sounds that Nils didn’t recognize. Words that probably shouldn’t be spoken this side of the Abyss.

No sooner had Silas uttered the last syllable than the mound spasmed and stilled.

The dung covering Nils’s hand hardened, and all over, the creature was drying at an impossible rate.

Silas’s eyes bulged from his head, and then a crack appeared in the casing of dried peat holding him. Hairline fractures spread across the entire surface, and then the whole thing collapsed into a pile of dust.

Nils hung in midair for a split second then slammed into the hard earth with Silas on top of him.

The wizard wheezed as he gulped in air.

Nils pushed Silas off and got to his feet. Where the peat had touched him, he was outlined in brown, but other than that, he was still see-through. Thankfully, the shite on his clothes had turned to dust, too, and in a matter of moments, he’d brushed himself clean. Still stank like a blocked latrine, but it could’ve been a whole lot worse.

The magical hand scuttled over to Silas and started flicking him on the nose with its forefinger. Silas muttered and groaned, batted it aside, and sat up.

“I’m dying, I’m dying, I’m dying,” he said, examining his chest and belly with his hands.

“You’ll be fine,” Nils said. “It’s Nameless who’s dying, remember?”

Silas rolled to his knees then stood. He seemed momentarily baffled by Nils’s voice coming from thin air. “Nameless! Yes, we must save him.” A strange look passed across the wizard’s face, and his eyes flared into focus. He bent down to put the book back in its satchel. “But the chains. We still don’t—”

The hand scurried up his trouser leg and started to unbuckle his belt.

“What the blazes are you doing?” Silas yelped. “Get off!”

He took a swipe at it, but it dodged the blow and crawled up to his chest, where it began to unbutton his shirt.

“Think it likes you,” Nils said.

The hand flopped to the ground and started on Silas’s bootlaces.

“Wait,” Silas said. “I think it’s trying to tell me something.”

Silas reached down and picked up the hand, holding it in front of his face. “I think it’s telling me it can help free Nameless. Am I right?”

The hand curled into a fist and stuck its thumb up.

“Go on, my friend,” Silas said as he placed it on the edge of the canyon. “Show our disappointing little Night Hawk how it’s done.”

The hand sped down the cliff face with the agility of a spider.

“Whatever people might say about Blightey’s black magic,” Silas said, “you can’t deny its efficacy.”

“Yeah,” Nils said. “It’s real handy. But what are we supposed to do in the meantime?”

Silas looked down at the scene below. “Follow the hand. Get close to Nameless and tell him what to expect.”

“Which is what?” Nils asked, lowering himself over the edge and starting to climb down.

Silas looked straight through him, a thin-lipped smile splitting his face like a gash. His eyes were tinged with red, almost as if they were bleeding.

“Prepare to be amazed.”

 




FIVE

NAMELESS

You farted?” one of the sappers asked.

“Shut up,” another said. “You’re the one who drinks Ironbelly’s, you flatulent fat shogger.”

Nameless forced an eye open. He must have drifted off, what with all the excitement. Not that he felt it any. The depression had snuck back in while he slept; it made rousing himself as torturous as getting up on a wintry morning after a drinking contest.

He tried to lift his head but couldn’t. Every muscle was as rigid as stone. The unforgiving coldness of the rock face pressed into his back. He couldn’t get comfortable. His arms were chained above his head but wouldn’t respond when he willed them to move. Thin and ragged heartbeats sloshed between his ears, a distant reminder that he was alive. His mind was a silted-up lake, each and every thought a twitching fish, slowly suffocating.

Dimly, he became aware of a stinging sensation coming from his wrists, where the manacles had bitten into the flesh. Must have been what stirred him.

“Something stinky this way comes,” Stupid chanted over and over. “No matter the light, like a thief in the night.”

“Clear off, idiot,” the first sapper said. “Unless you want an early grave beneath a mountain of rock.”

“’Tis another snare this fool fears, one far graver than the grave.”

The sappers moved away from Nameless and began to pack up their tools. The remaining glass vials were carefully returned to their sack.

“Right, lads,” the old-timer said as he unreeled some fuse wire, “if you’re done, I’ll get him rigged.”

He began fiddling around in a hole by Nameless’s ankle. “Nicely packed, lads. Perfick depth.”

“Only the best for this shogger,” someone growled. “See you back at the shelter, Targ. What you having? Pint of Ironbelly’s?”

“Shog off!”

Nameless felt the blood starting to flow again. He lifted his head to watch the sappers meandering back toward the crowd.

Stupid was pinching his nose shut and fanning the air with his free hand. He hopped in little circles, as if searching the moonlit canyon for some lurking danger.

“Shame to see a dwarf go down this way,” Targ said as he poked an end of fuse wire in the hole next to Nameless’s shoulder. “Remember you as a babe, I do. Remember your old pa bringing you and your brother up singlehandedly after your ma… you know.”

Nameless nodded. The thought of his mother cut him right to the marrow, even though he’d never laid eyes on her. Perhaps that was why.

“Back afore you was born,” Targ said, “I saw her clobber scores of those goblins that attacked the ravine. Strong woman, Yalla. Indomitable. I’d like to see the bloke that could take her down.”

“Well, here he is,” Nameless said.

Targ looked him right in the eye. “Don’t you go saying that, son. You’ve got a lot of blood on your hands. Hell of a lot, but you ain’t responsible for her death. Gods of Arnoch, it was your ma’s choice. You or her was all they could save, and she chose you. Least, that’s the way your pa told it.”

She’d died during childbirth. A life for a life, Pa used to say. It was what she’d wanted. If she could have seen the consequences for the dwarves of Arx Gravis, would she have still made the same choice?

“Droom—your pa—told me he pulled you out with his own hands, right after the surgeon made the cut. Your pa was a chipper bloke. Worked the mines together for years, we did. Right there with him, I was, when the gallery collapsed. Some of us was lucky, I suppose. Some wasn’t.”

“Thank you,” Nameless said.

“For what?”

“Remembering.”

“Never forget a mate,” Targ said. “But the thing that gets me, is how I managed to forget the name of my mate’s son.”

“Magic,” Nameless said. That, or something even more incomprehensible. Almost everything he’d forgotten when the ocras helm had severed his link with the black axe had come back with time, even things he’d sooner have consigned to oblivion. That’s what the philosopher Aristodeus said would happen. The memory loss was a side effect, apparently, but the taking of his name was an altogether different matter. It was as deliberate and precise as the cut of a surgeon’s scalpel.

“Shog magic,” Targ said. “Dwarf’s name is a dwarf’s name till the day he dies, I reckon. Not saying the Council’s wrong, mind. Crimes like yours have to be punished. Have to. But that ain’t no reason to take your name. Family name’s still good, though. Least they never took that from you.”

“That’s gone, too,” Nameless said.

“Don’t be daft,” Targ said. “It’s… It’s… Shog me for an ale-swilling plonker. It’s on the tip of my tongue. “It’s… No, don’t tell me. It’s…”

“I told you, it’s gone,” Nameless said. In another generation, no one would remember Droom, Yalla, or Lukar, and their ancestors would now pass into obscurity.

Targ opened his mouth to protest but then dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry, son. Truly sorry.” He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Listen, the boys might be a bunch of drunken sots, but they’ve packed these here holes perfick like. Give me a minute, and I’ll rig this rock face to blow so’s you don’t feel a thing. It’s not a lot, I know, but it’s the best I can offer. Reckon I owe old Droom that much.”

Targ finished up and braided the fuse ends into one, then connected them to a spindle of wire beneath a plunger. He gave Nameless a nod and backed away, unreeling the wire as he went.

Something scuttled over Nameless’s boot and clanked the chain holding his ankle. He looked down to see a hand—a disembodied hand—fiddling with the bolt fastening his manacle.

“Out of the frying pan,” Stupid said. “The enemy is prowling round like a roaring dragon!”

The shackle fell away, and the hand set to work on his other ankle.

There was a rustle of movement to the right, hot breath on his ear, and then a whisper.

“The axe… where’d they take it?”

“Nils?” A strange thrill ran through Nameless’s blood. He was ready to die, so ready, and yet… He frowned and shook his head. There was no one there. Nothing but silvery moonlight reflecting off the canyon wall.

“The thief in the night,” Stupid said. “Nothing good ever comes from bad seeds.”

“Invisible,” Nils said. “So I could get down here. We’re gonna save you, Nameless. Don’t you worry. Hurry now, where’s the axe?”

“Follow me and I’ll show you,” Stupid said.

“Watch out for Silas,” Nils said, and then his footsteps moved away.

The hand freed Nameless’s wrist bonds, but he kept his arms raised, holding onto the chains.

“I don’t want this,” he hissed after Nils.

The hand dropped at his feet, flipped onto its back, and beckoned him with a finger. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up—a feeling he’d not had since… since Verusia.

A flaming skull flashed behind his eyes. The skull of Otto Blightey.

For an instant, he felt again the futility of opposing the Lich Lord. If it hadn’t been for Shadrak trapping Blightey’s skull in his never-full bag, none of them would have returned from the snow-dusted forests. At best, Wolfmalen castle would have been their tomb. At worst, they’d have been impaled outside the walls and left gasping for days.

“Silas,” he muttered under his breath. “What have you done?”

His boot sent the hand spinning through the air. The instant it hit the ground, it tapped out an angry dance then gave the crowd a wide berth as it scuttled after Stupid and the invisible Nils.

Soldiers pushed through to the front of the crowd and began to usher the onlookers toward the shelters.

Grago was engaged in discussion with Targ, who was crouched over the detonator, checking connections. The councilor pointed to Nameless and then turned to look at the crowd, talking all the while.

Targ produced a ball of string, handed the end to a Red Cloak, then backed toward Nameless, stopping every once in a while to hold the string between thumb and forefinger and call out measurements. Grago nodded each time he did so, but looked decidedly unimpressed. Before Targ had made it halfway to Nameless, the councilor called him back, wringing his hands.

Apparently, they were good to go.

The rest of the Council assembled in front of the crowd, some of them turning to shake hands and exchange words. Targ rewound his string and went to take up a position over the detonator.

Grago raised his hand for silence, facing the other eleven councilors as if he lorded it over them. Nameless couldn’t hear what he said, but it hardly mattered. What was more worrying was the way Jaym sidled up to Grago’s right, watched attentively by a mixed group of baresarks and Red Cloaks.

Unless the butchery at Arx Gravis had changed dwarven society radically, something was amiss. Pariahs like Jaym and his crew were the scum of the ravine city. There was no way they should be tolerated by a councilor, never mind stand shoulder to shoulder with one.

The top of Stupid’s hat could be seen bobbing about at the back of the crowd, its single bell glinting in the moonlight. It weaved in and out of the spectators until the fool emerged at the front, moving his hands like a puppeteer and apparently making the Casket of the Law float alongside him. One of the guards blocked his passage with a spear, but Stupid held up a finger and then whipped a bunch of flowers out of his sleeve.

The casket was halfway across the canyon floor before a shout went up, and everyone turned from Stupid to gawp at the ghostly spectacle.

At a word from Grago, Jaym and his goons gave chase. A crossbow bolt threw up a puff of dust as it thwacked into the ground, and the chest tumbled end over end. Nils winked into existence behind it, rubbing his knee, where the leg of his britches had torn. More bolts whizzed past him, causing him to screech and roll out of the way.

Nameless wanted so much to let go of the chains and help his friend, but his body wouldn’t respond. He focused on the pain in his wrists, from where the manacles had cut him, but it wasn’t enough.

He heard Grago shout something, saw the councilor raise his hand and lower it. Targ pressed down the plunger, and Nameless shut his eyes…

When he opened them again, Nils was back on his feet and reaching for the casket. A scream went up from the crowd as Targ backed away from the detonator.

“A spider!” someone shouted. “It’s got the fuse wire.”

“Ain’t no spider,” Targ called back. “It’s a shogging hand!”

The hand scarpered past Nils and threw open the lid of the casket. It scuttled over to Nameless, tapped on his boot, and then sped back again.

Nils bent to lift the casket but recoiled as an arrow ricocheted from it. Jaym grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and forced him to his knees. One of the other baresarks picked up the casket, but dropped it when the hand ran up his trouser leg. The others steadily advanced on Nameless, apparently intending to finish off what Targ’s explosives had failed to do. Eight hard-looking bastards, some Red Cloaks, some baresarks riddled with piercings and tattoos.

Nameless tried to summon rage, tried to find any emotion to stir him from his stupor. It wasn’t himself he cared about; it was Nils.

The baresarks and Red Cloaks seemed to sense his impotence and quickened their pace, murderous looks in their eyes. One of them jumped back as the hand shot between them, launching itself at Nameless and punching him in the fruits.

“Shog!” Nameless squealed. “Shoooooooogg!” He let go of the chains, cricked his neck, and ground his fist into his palm. “Oh, yes,” he said, shuffling from foot to foot. “It’s shoggering time!”

Nameless sidestepped a thrust from a Red Cloak and cracked him on the jaw with a sledgehammer blow. He swayed out of the path of a blade and let rip with a flurry of jabs and crosses that had his assailant’s head bouncing back and forth until his knees buckled and he hit the ground like a drunkard.

Strong arms wrapped around him from behind. He stamped down on a foot, cracked his head back into a nose, and the arms slid free.

“On your belly, or the boy dies!” Jaym growled from behind the five goons still standing. The baresark had one thick forearm around Nils’s neck and held a chunk of rock above his head.

“You think I’m presenting my rump to you, you’ve got another thing coming,” Nameless said. “Rumor has it, you’d rut with a goat, if it would stand still long enough.”

Froth bubbled from Jaym’s mouth, and his eyes rolled up into his head. He teetered, and Nils twisted free, kicking him in the kneecap. Snatching his sword up, the lad ran straight at the dwarves between him and Nameless.

“No!” Nameless cried.

Two of the goons turned to face Nils. The other three closed in on Nameless.

Nils made a wild swing. An axe came up, and his sword went spinning into the air.

Nameless had no choice, so he charged, but in the instant he moved, a flash of gold sped above the heads of the goons and slapped itself into his palm.

“Paxy! Did you miss me?”

The dwarves faltered. Even the pair attacking Nils backed away.

“He’s got the axe!” one of them shouted back toward the shelters. “Crossbows! We need support.”

A quarrel thudded into the dirt from on high, but the range was off. Two rows of a dozen crossbowmen pushed through the crowd. Those in front fired.

Nameless threw Nils to the ground and spun the axe in a glittering arc. It pulsed and whirred in his grip, the blades merely a blur. Bolt after bolt shattered on impact. The five remaining goons started to charge, thought better of it, and backed away toward the crowd.

Nameless advanced, the axe still whirling like a manic windmill as the second rank of crossbows fired. Once more, not a single quarrel made it past Paxy’s blades.

“Come here, you shogger!” Jaym bellowed as he lurched forward, one leg dragging the ground from where Nils had kicked him. “I’m gonna shove that fancy axe so far up your—”

“Jaym!” Grago snapped, striding toward him. “Heel!”

The baresark stopped in his tracks. His shoulders sagged, and his face wrinkled up like a chastened child’s.

“Hold your fire,” Grago called to the crossbowmen. “Clearly, it’s a waste of time.”

Jaym turned his palms up. “That’s why I was—”

“You’d be dead before you pissed your britches again,” Grago said.

Jaym threw his head back and roared.

“Not in a fair fight, of course,” Grago added, taking a step back. “But it’s hardly fair when he’s wielding that cursed weapon.”

Nameless lowered the axe head to the ground and leaned on the haft. “In case you’ve not noticed, the evil axe was black. Now, unless I’m as blind as a ravine bat, this one is most definitely golden.”

“What matter the color?” Grago said. “Power like that corrupts. Especially in the hands of a murderer like you.”

Cordy approached, face ashen, eyes wide and staring. A fine tremor ran beneath her dress as she met Nameless’s gaze. It wasn’t loathing he saw there, or even condemnation. It was fear, plain and simple.

“I already gave the axe up to you,” Nameless said, his voice so low he couldn’t be sure she heard him. “And will do again, so long as you let the boy go.”

“I can fight my own battles,” Nils said, picking his sword up and slamming it in the scabbard.

“I know, laddie,” Nameless said. “But this isn’t your battle.”

Nils folded his arms across his chest and stuck his chin out. He was red in the face, and veins stuck up on the side of his neck. “Course it’s my battle, you silly shogger. You’re my… You’re my…”

Nameless reached out a hand, and Nils took it. “And you’re my friend, too, laddie. Always will be. Which is why I need you to go.”

“But—”

“If you stay, you’ll be hurt, or they will. Either way, it’s not what I want.” He turned his eyes on Grago. “Shog knows why, but you seem to be the one calling the shots, Councilor. Do you give me your word the boy can leave unharmed?”

“Shog this,” Jaym said. “Put that axe back in the casket and let’s you and me get it on.”

“The boy?” Nameless said, keeping his eyes on Grago.

“You have my word, Butcher.”

Nameless nodded. “Fetch me the casket, laddie.”

“No way,” Nils said. “I ain’t leaving, and that’s—”

Jaym bunched his shoulders and snarled. “Do it. Now!”

Nils flinched then went to pick up the casket, muttering under his breath all the while.

Nameless placed the axe inside and closed the lid.

“Showtime,” Jaym said, thumping his palm and limping forward.

The shogger was really asking for it, and against his better judgment, Nameless had half a mind to give him what he wanted.

“What you waiting for, Butcher, a shogging invitation?”

A growl rolled up from deep in Nameless’s chest. “Think I just got one, dung-face.” He raised his fists and stepped in. “You want me to hop on one leg to even things out?”

Jaym’s lips curled back, showing his crooked yellow teeth. His tongue thrashed about like a snake in heat, and a shrill ululating cry spewed from his throat in a torrent of froth. He raised a massive fist, but lightning forked down and struck him in the chest, flinging him head over heels to land in a smoking heap.

A shadow fell over the canyon, and all eyes turned to the sky. Bat’s wings as big as sails blotted out the light of the two smaller moons. Raphoe’s glow bounced from thick scales and lent a demonic cast to the face bobbing atop a sinuous neck.

“Dragon!” Grago cried. “Gods of Arnoch, a dragon!”

Only, for a dragon, it had a very human head, Nameless reckoned. Very much like the one he’d last seen on Silas’s shoulders.

“Something wicked this way comes,” Stupid declaimed above the crowd.

Jaym was already climbing to his feet, wailing like a child waking from night terrors and slapping at his smoking chest.

Silas wheeled away above the canyon, gliding in a wide arc before swooping in again with flames dancing along his monstrous scaled body. His eyes blazed red, and his face was gaunt, almost skull-like.

“Mess with my companions, would you?” he roared. “Then see what happens when you cross a wizard imbued with the sorcery of ages!”

His eyes swelled to swirling pits of fire, their heat palpable as he dived.

“Silas, no!” Nameless bellowed.

Crossbows fired, but their quarrels ricocheted away before they could touch the coiling body of the dragon-thing Silas had become.

Flaming missiles streaked from Silas’s eyes into the canyon and exploded, sending up clouds of rock dust and plumes of smoke. Screams pealed out from the crowd, and those nearest the blasts were coated with ash.

Silas landed amid a shower of rubble, wings beating a hurricane through the gorge and driving the dwarves toward the far wall. His tail whipped out, wrapping itself around Nameless’s waist and lifting him till they were face to face.

“Impressive, huh?” Silas said with a grin like an open wound.

Nameless tried to wriggle free, but the coils holding him tightened so much, he feared his legs might drop to the ground without the rest of him.

“Set me down, laddie. Now!”

“In a minute,” Silas said. “First, I need to get you out of here. The boy can follow on foot.”

Nils ducked under a wing, hugging the casket to his chest. “I could ride on your back.”

Silas’s grin became a leer. “Just do as you’re told, and trot along behind. You are the pack mule, after all.”

With a single beat of his wings, Silas shot into the air.

Nameless raised both hands above his head and delivered a bone-breaking blow to the tail. He may as well have hit brick, the scales were so tough.

“Now, now, time for bed,” Silas said, eyes turning to whirling vortices of darkness as he angled a look behind.

A wave of nausea washed over Nameless, but he quickly recovered. “Ha, goat-face! Try again.”

Perhaps he shouldn’t have said that. A door slammed within his mind. Black walls sprang up around him, started to close in. He thrashed and screamed and raged with all his might, but his limbs wouldn’t respond.

The ground retreated from his failing vision. He was looking straight down on the dwarves huddled together. The councilors were hemmed in by soldiers, but Grago stood apart from the group, Jaym lurking at his side. With horror, Nameless realized the soldiers had their weapons trained on the councilors and were herding them toward one of the shelters. Old Moary was waving his arms in protest. At a nod from Grago, Jaym stepped in and floored the ancient councilor with a punch to the jaw.

Set me down, you shogger! Nameless bellowed, but he had no voice.

“Dwarves of Arx Gravis, your doom is upon you!” Stupid was screaming. “Long live the dwarves!”

As Silas veered away above the gorge, Nameless saw Nils struggling along with the casket, following the disembodied hand.

If the lad would just open the lid a crack, perhaps the axe would do something.

You only have yourself to blame, the voice of the dark said. You’re the one who shut her away.

Only, it wasn’t the voice of the dark—his dark—it was something altogether more malevolent.

Don’t you know how long the Paxa Boraga suffered in her tomb beneath the sea, the poor dear? How much she sacrificed for the likes of you?

Who are you? Nameless asked silently. Panic welled up from some abyssal layer of his mind. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t—

He felt the thud of their landing, the crunch of gravel beneath his boots. His legs were moving, he was sure of it, only, he wasn’t the one in control.

Where are you taking me? Stop! I don’t want to go!

He tried to focus his eyes, but his vision remained blurry. He was aware of a shadow leading him on, another coming up fast on his side.

Nils? he tried to say. Silas?

Laughter bubbled up from the chasm at the bottom of his mind.

You think he’d listen, even if you could speak? the malevolence said. Baited, hooked, and reeled in, that’s what he is. No more than an ant following a trail of sugar.

Nameless’s eyes turned inward upon a scene that stole the last vestiges of his will to resist.

He saw trees with tortuous limbs of tar—a coagulating forest of utter blackness. And at its heart, wreathed in thorny vines, stood a staff of darkest ebony rooted in the putrid soil.

 




SIX

SILAS

Blow winds, rain pour!” Silas threw his head back and howled at the elements. His hair was plastered over his face, his coat drenched, but he was damned if any storm the Daeg could dream was going to stop him. He was an irresistible demon come to claim his due.

“Come on, you dog-headed primate, do your worst!” he screamed at the churning clouds. “I am Silas Thrall, do you hear me? Silas Thrall, god of magic, soon to be god of your sorry little world!”

God indeed, he thought as the sorcerous hand led the way through the squall, drumming the ground with its fingers and moving at an alarming pace. Who else, besides Blightey himself, had commanded such power?

The clouds roiled, forming into islands in the cobalt sky. Directly above, they clustered together. When Silas squinted through the downpour, they resembled the head of a jackal atop the body of an ape. For an instant, the twin suns broke through, red with their rising, burning like a pair of demonic eyes from the face of the Daeg.

“You see that, Nils? You see? I have him worried. Oh yes, he knows my strength.”

Nils was a sodden mess, laboring under the weight of the casket that held Nameless’s axe.

“All I see’s your ugly mug talking to the clouds. Shog, Silas, I knew you was strange, but this takes the bleedin’ cake.”

Silas spun in a circle, arms outstretched. “He knows my greatness, I tell you.”

“Knows you’re a plonker, same as the rest of us do. Knows you’re gonna be a dead plonker, too, if you don’t put a stop to whatever you’re doing to Nameless.”

The dwarf was trudging through the rain, completely oblivious. The effort to force his legs into motion was so minimal, Silas hardly knew he was doing it anymore. With just his will, he could keep Nameless marching until the dwarf collapsed from fatigue. It was quite something to have absolute control over the Ravine Butcher.

“He’ll be released when we get where we’re going, don’t you worry.”

“And where’s that, then? Because I’m tired of traipsing through this shithole, and hungry enough to eat a horse. You’re so bloody mighty, conjure us up some grub like you used to.”

“All in good time, boy. All in good time. Oh, and Nils.”

“What?”

“Threaten me again, and I’ll crush you like the insect you are.”

Nils stopped and placed the casket on the ground. The rain had turned to sleet and was spattering him relentlessly. Predictable as ever, he puffed his pigeon chest out and thrust his fists into his hips.

“Yeah? You and whose army?”

Silas allowed himself a smile and tried to put into it as much malice as he could manage. With barely a thought, he signaled Nameless to halt and then reached into the bottomless well of magic within, drawing just enough to make himself seem taller, more imposing. He wanted Nils to see fire coming from his eyes, lightning crackling from his fingers.

“Sure you don’t wanna back off?” Nils said. “Because, if you’re trying to scare me, I gotta say, I’m not gonna need to change my britches just yet.”

“What?” Oh, bugger.

Silas had reached into the well, sure enough, but the well was dry. Back there at the gorge, he’d felt indomitable, bursting with infinite power; but it seemed his ailing body still had its limits. As if on cue, he started to hack up phlegm and tasted blood on his lips. Every cough sent hot needles through his lungs and made him double up.

“You all right?” Nils said, taking a step toward him.

Silas held up a hand as he vomited. “Fine,” he croaked. “I’m… Oh no.” Black vitriol spilled from his mouth and pooled on the ground. It burned his throat and left the stench of sulfur in his nostrils.

“What the shog you been eating?” Nils said.

“I think you might be right about the food. Guess I’ve been overdoing it.” Silas lowered himself to the waterlogged ground.

“You’ll get piles,” Nils said, standing over him.

“Least of my worries.” Silas was sure he could manage a cantrip or two—a canopy to keep the rain off, a magical blaze, and a cauldron of steaming broth. An hour or two’s rest, and he’d be fit to go on. It wasn’t as if the Ebon Staff was going anywhere.

He snapped his fingers, and a wispy canopy appeared overhead. The rain passed right through it, and he could still see the clouds through its gossamer covering.

Nils looked at him with concern.

“Sod the canopy,” Silas said. “It’s only a bit of rain, after all.”

Nils groaned and tugged his jacket up to cover his head. “Bit, my arse. It’s pissing down.”

Silas clapped his hands and elicited a puff of smoke.

“What’s that mean?” Nils asked. “No fire, too?”

Silas sighed. He just wanted to curl up and die. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have sworn his lungs were being devoured by an army of termites. He coughed again, and this time a thick glob of blood came up and stuck to his fist.

“We must press on,” he said. “While I still can.”

“I ain’t shifting till you magic us up some grub,” Nils said.

Silas closed his eyes. Perhaps if he focused all his reserves, he could produce an apple. Anything to shut the annoying little twerp up.

He felt a yank on his umbilicus, the flutter of nausea in his guts.

“It’s working,” Nils said. “Something’s coming through.”

There was a plop on the sodden ground.

Silas rocked forward to take a look. Nils dropped to his haunches, lifted whatever had appeared to his nose and sniffed.

“Shog that’s rank,” he said, passing it to Silas. “And it looks like a thingy.”

It was squidgy to the touch, lank, and vaguely carrot-shaped.

“Best I can manage,” Silas said, nibbling on an end and immediately gagging. It had the consistency of a loose stool. He spat it out and slung the rest over his shoulder. His mouth was on fire, his eyes watering; but worst of all was the taste—rotten eggs crossed with overcooked sprouts.

The hand rapped the ground impatiently then set to work unfastening Silas’s satchel.

Nameless was little more than a bulky shadow, partially obscured by the pelting rain. He stood as motionless, and would have remained so until the rain eroded him away, if that had been Silas’s will.

The hand pulled out Blightey’s grimoire and flicked through the pages until it found a list of simple spells. It pointed to one with its index finger, and Silas read the barbarous words out loud. The script flashed and sizzled then vanished from the page, leaving a smudge of charcoal in its wake. Silas jolted upright, heat flooding his limbs and scorching the fatigue from his brain. He stood and put the book back in his satchel.

“Shoulder your burden,” he said to Nils. “And let’s get back on the trail.”

“You’re joking,” Nils said. “I’m knackered and half starved. Anyhow, what’s got into you? You was ready for the grave a moment ago.”

“Second wind,” Silas said. “Now come on.”

Nils snatched up the casket. “What about him?” He nodded to Nameless. “Ain’t it time you let him go?”

“Oh, he’ll be set free once we get to the forest.”

“Forest? We just left a forest. I’m sick of forests.”

Silas shot him his most sickly grin. “This one’s quite special. Quite special, indeed.” He commanded the dwarf into motion with the merest of thoughts. “Go on, boy,” he said to the hand. “Show us the way.”

The cloud-formed face of the son of the Mananoc was torn apart by the driving winds, which immediately dropped to a gentle breeze. The dissipating whorls of grey settled into cottony tufts on silky sheets of blue.

“Weather’s clearing,” Nils said.

“Deep sleep,” Silas said, scrutinizing the sky and wondering what would happen to Aosia if the Daeg never woke up. Would it all simply pass from existence?

The respite was only momentary, though, as the heavens darkened, and a churning thunderhead rolled in from the north. It didn’t bode well, for they were heading straight into it. The thought had barely registered before the storm was already upon them.

Impossible, Silas thought. They should have had an hour, or at the very least a few minutes.

Forked lighting streaked from the clouds, blasting the earth mere yards from where Nameless was walking. The dwarf showed no reaction, but Silas quickened his pace, lengthening his strides to keep up with the hand. Nils grumbled and groaned, stumbling in pursuit under the weight of the casket.

The hand never slowed, and Silas would have given up and thrown himself to the ground, if it hadn’t been for supernatural aid. It felt as though the hand were dragging him along on a leash, while a hot poker goaded him from behind. Within, he felt listless, limp as a rag doll, but an unquenchable frenzy drove him on. It would all be over soon, he kept telling himself—once he held the staff. The hardship, the exhaustion, would be more than worth it. He just had to keep thinking about all that illimitable power waiting to be plucked from the forest of tar.

Nils, on the other hand, didn’t appear to be faring so well. He was stooped over and squelching his way through the mud like one of the damned in the Abyss, perpetually forced to walk a road to nowhere.

Nameless fitted the image even more so, though there was no effort to his strides. No effort, and no purpose. He was nothing more than a mindless automaton following his master. If the grimoire alone could bestow such power, what would it be like when Silas had the Ebon Staff as well?

The rain slowed to a spit, and the clouds hung overhead, puffed and bloated. There was no break in the dismal grey. It was like being beneath the ceiling of a vast cavern—a ceiling that threatened to fall at any moment.

Nils huffed and puffed his way up from behind. “I don’t like this one little bit,” he said. “Listen.”

Silas strained his ears but heard nothing save for the drip, plop, drip of raindrops hitting the puddles. “To what?”

“Nothing. It’s gone quiet.”

The lad was right. There was no more thunder, no pelting downpour. No birds circled in the sky, and nothing moved for as far as the eye could see.

They continued on without speaking. The slushy waste gave way to cracked earth and then russet sand. The temperature picked up, but the sky remained sullen and gave no quarter to the suns.

A distant rumble broke the silence. To the northwest, red flickers lit up the sky, and thick smoke billowed from a dark peak.

“What’s that, then?” Nils asked. “Volcano?”

Silas nodded. “I feel we are getting close.”

“Great,” Nils said. “I can hardly wait.”

The heat continued to rise until it dogged their every step. Nils set down the casket so he could loosen his shirt and roll up his sleeves.

Silas fumed at the delay. He was drenched with sweat and felt feverish, but he lacked the volition to do anything about it. There was no need. He’d get where they were going, no matter what. The hand and the book would see to it, of that he was certain.

Nameless’s beard was drenched, and his eyes had grown bloodshot. Other than that, there was no sign he was aware of the hardships of the journey.

The hand was more impatient than Silas, if that were possible. It ran over his boot, tapping out its irritation with pallid fingers.

“Come on,” Silas said to Nils. “No time for hanging about.”

“No time?” Nils grumbled. “Thought you said… Wait, what’s that?”

A bank of fog had crept in unnoticed, making it hard to see what he was pointing at.

“Told you I had good eyes. Shog, Silas, there’re bodies. Three of them.”

Silas stood his ground while Nils went to investigate. They didn’t have time for this. Once he had the staff, all would be—

“They’re starkers, and they’ve got these big swellings all over. Can’t have been too long ago, neither, because they ain’t gone blue yet.”

“Come on,” Silas said. “It’s none of our business.”

“Yeah, but what if—”

“I said come on.”

Nils sighed and came back for the casket. “Still say we should be careful. I mean, whatever did that to them might still be around.”

They entered a heavy blanket of mist. Brooding monoliths loomed through the haze, forming a rough circle, some of them tall and slim, others squat. Immediately before them stood a trilithon—two upright stones, twice the height of a man, with a third forming a lintel. Another trilithon faced it on the opposite side. A snaking plume of smoke wafted up from the center of the stone circle, and as they drew nearer, Silas could see three figures seated around a green-tinted fire. That was enough to send a warning jolt through his nerves. Magical fire wasn’t exactly alien to him, but it did tell him there was more to these figures than met the eye.

They wore a long leather coats and broad-brimmed hats pulled low over their faces. One stirred a pot that hung above the flames, while the other two smoked clay pipes and passed a canteen back and forth.

“Thank shog,” Nils said. “A camp.”

“Wait.” Silas placed a hand on his shoulder. “Ask yourself what kind of people would be all the way out here. Don’t forget what this place is.”

“We’re here, ain’t we?” Nils said. “And so are the dwarves. No reason others can’t come to Cerreth. It can’t all be dreams.”

He had a point there.

“They could be explorers,” Nils continued. “Maybe they know what happened to them bodies back there. Shog, maybe they lost half their group.”

Silas stared through the mist, trying to get a better view of the three figures. So far, they had shown no signs of noticing they were being observed. They just went on stirring and smoking and passing the flask. Funny thing was, they weren’t talking. You would have expected at least some conversation. Even the legionaries guarding the great gates of Jeridium grunted at one another to pass the time.

“Stay here, if you like,” Nils said, shifting the casket for a better hold, “but if there’s a chance of sharing some hot salty broth, I’m game. Feels like my shogging guts have been ripped out, I’m so hungry.”

“We could just go around,” Silas said. “We don’t have time for socializing, and in any case, what do you want hot food for? It’s sweltering.”

“Food’s food, ain’t it. I wouldn’t be so famished, if you could get it up.”

“Get it up?”

“You know, conjure grub out of thin air.”

The hand ran an agitated circle around Silas’s feet then flipped onto its back, fingers twitching.

Nils was looking at Silas expectantly, but Nameless may as well have been carved from granite, for all the interest he showed.

Silas worried his bottom lip until he became aware he was doing it. His own hunger was starting to clamor for attention above the relentless pull of the staff. He only hoped he had enough unnatural energy to deal with any problems, should it come to it. He still felt as empty as a tankard in the hands of a dwarf, but he was quite certain the hand and the book would make sure he survived long enough to reach the forest of tar. The thought was faintly amusing: it was about the closest he’d ever come to having faith in anything.

An idea wormed its way up from some hitherto unrevealed part of his mind, utterly alien and discomfiting. It was like an infection.

“Why don’t we kill them, take what we need, and move on?” At least that way, they wouldn’t have to waste time with introductions and polite conversation.

“Kill them?” Nils said. “What the shog’s gotten into you?”

“Logic, boy. Logic. We are on a quest of some urgency. You are starving, and I’m growing peckish. We have no idea who they are. There’s a fifty-fifty chance they’re going to be hostile, so why take the risk?” He already had the grimoire out and was riffling through its pages in search of a spell that could dispatch the three strangers with the least amount of fuss. “Skulking Doom…The Perilous Finger… Ray of Decomposition.” Why hadn’t he seen these spells before? It was as if the book hid things from him and revealed only as much as he needed to know.

“That for real?” Nils asked, peering over his shoulder.

“No idea, but I mean to give it a try.”

“No,” Nils said, his face as serious as one of those pious Wayists who roamed the markets of Jeridium preaching against pleasure.

“No?”

Nils shook his head. “Ain’t right.”

“Says who?”

The lad looked away, a hint of red creeping into his cheeks. “You learned me to read it, remember. That bit about treating others right—and especially strangers.”

Silas’s eyes strayed to Nils’s pack. “Oh no, not the Lek Vae. It’s supposed to be for reading practice. You’re not meant to take it seriously. Why’d you think Nameless gave it to you? It’s not like he finished it himself. Load of religious hogwash, is what it is.”

“How’d you know?” Nils said. “You read it?”

“Of course I’ve not read it. What do you take me for?”

“So, how’d you know?”

Silas racked his brains for an answer, but he was getting too stressed to concentrate. He needed to keep moving, keep getting nearer to the staff. Perhaps he should see if he could draw more strength from the book, sprout some wings, and carry Nameless the rest of the way. The little shit could stay by himself and have his tea party with the three weirdoes.

He started to look for a spell that might grant him more energy, but nausea threatened to overcome him. It felt as though steel wires were tugging at the base of his skull and razors were scraping away the coating of his lungs.

When Nils harrumphed and headed toward the camp, Silas followed. The hand righted itself and ran up his coat tails into his pocket. Nameless brought up the rear, nothing more than one of the zombies they’d run into when they first crossed the Farfalls.

“There’s a code among wayfarers,” Nils said in a low voice. “My dad told me about it when we was traveling with the Night Hawks.”

“And that is?”

“Just let me do the talking,” Nils said. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”

He set down the casket and approached the fire with a swagger.

“All right, boys? How’s it hanging?”

No response. More stirring. More smoking. A pass of the flask and a swig.

“Say, me and my partners are plain worn out and hungry. Mind if we share your fire?”

He made to sit down but drew back when there was still no reaction. He glanced over his shoulder at Silas and frowned.

“Just a drop of that there broth, lads, and we’ll be on our way.” Nils’s fingers curled around the handle of his sword.

That was a good sign, as far as Silas was concerned. The lad hadn’t been entirely contaminated by sanctity, then.

The man stirring the pot held out a ladle but didn’t look up. One of the others pushed back his coat, revealing a sheath. Instead of a knife hilt, though, there was what looked like a gently curved tool handle crafted from ivory and silver.

“Cheers,” Nils said, taking the ladle and slurping from it. “Shog that’s sweet,” he said, smacking his lips. “What you boys eating? Molasses?”

He handed the ladle back, and the man resumed his stirring. One of the others gestured with his pipe to a spot by the fire.

“Thanks,” Nils said, seating himself cross-legged.

Silas left Nameless to guard the casket and hovered over the pot until he was offered the ladle. The sweetness rousted his hunger from a vague yearning to a desperate cry. He went to take another slurp, but fingers curled around his wrist. Well, not fingers exactly, but a black hook ridged with hairs. He dropped the ladle and gasped. The man lifted his head to glare through saucer-sized eyes. Black and yellow antennae drooped down from beneath the hat, and mandibles clacked together as if in speech.

Nils leapt to his feet and half-drew his sword.

A resonant buzzing started up from the other two creatures. One of them screwed the lid back on the flask and pocketed it, then slowly tapped out his pipe on a rock. The other just tilted his hat back and watched, blowing out smoke rings that drifted up to be absorbed by the clouds.

“Release Nameless,” Nils said. “Do it now!”

“Not yet.” The last thing Silas needed was an angry dwarf on his hands. He still hadn’t worked out how he was going to explain the charm spell when he lifted it. Silas tried to summon magic from within but brought up bile instead.

As Nils strode around the fire, the smoking creature threw off its coat.

Gossamer wings fanned out behind it. Its torso was a carapace of yellow and black stripes, below which it wore leather britches and knee-length boots. The back of its britches ripped open, and a barbed stinger burst free.

Nils whipped his sword out and backed toward Nameless, but the wasp-man took hold of the tool handle sheathed at its hip and drew it out, taking aim at his head. The handle was attached to a slender metal barrel, and the creature’s hooked hand was curled around something like a crossbow trigger.

“Don’t move,” Silas said, intuiting the danger.

The buzzing had reached fever pitch now, drowning out his voice and making it hard to think. “Don’t—” he started to say again, but Nils swung his sword. There was a crack like thunder, a puff of smoke, and the wasp-man’s weapon clattered to the ground.

The creature holding Silas switched its grip to his throat and pressed its mandibles close to his face. Silas strained away from it, but the thing was inhumanly strong. He heard the rustle of clothes, saw one of the wasp-men dash past him, and then the campfire fizzled out.

The ground within the stone circle faded, until it resembled nothing so much as paper arranged in combs and cells, within which dark shapes writhed. The grip on his throat tightened, the hooks breaking the skin. He saw his horrified reflection in the dish-like eyes, heard the echoing clack, clack, clack of the mandibles.

Then the buzzing grew to a cacophony as scores of giant wasps started to emerge from the ground.

 




SEVEN

NAMELESS

Hey, dwarfy, you’ve got what I need,” Ilesa said, her green eyes a couple of witch’s lanterns.

Nameless couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to. He was helpless beneath her gaze, bereft of volition, and giddily happy about it. He wanted to speak, ask her what it was she needed, but her firm grip on his wrist was answer enough as it forced his hand toward the soft flesh of her breast. Lightning started at his toes, crackled along his legs, smoldered in his groin, and then shot up his spine to his brain. There was a concussive blast, the snapping of unseen chains, and… buzzing. Lots of buzzing.

His fingers touched something hard and ungiving, not at all what he’d have expected from such a bonny lass. He was groggy, as if he’d awoken from a deep sleep. His vision was blurred, and he had an angry fly in his ear. He shook his head in an attempt to dislodge it and tried to focus on the feel of Ilesa, her insistent grasp.

“Thank shog!” Nils said.

“Ugh!” Nameless cried, yanking his arm away from the lad’s grip.

He barely had time to register that the reason Ilesa’s breast wasn’t as soft as he’d imagined was that it wasn’t a breast at all. He was holding the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, which lay within the ocras Casket of the Law.

“Quickly,” Nils said. “Silas—”

There was a flash of yellow, the snapping of mandibles, and a pulping splat as the axe clove through the head of a giant wasp.

Nameless was already swinging for the next one before he’d worked out where he was and what was happening. The twin blades sliced through the torso of another wasp—this one wearing a coat and britches. Greenish ichor splashed his forearms.

A gurgling scream drew his gaze, and he hurled the axe. It took the head from a third wasp-man and reversed its flight to land back in his hand.

“Well, that’s them taken care of. Now, laddie, do you mind telling me what’s going on?”

“What about the others?” Nils said.

“Others?”

Silas rolled out from under the headless corpse, clutching his throat and hacking. The sorcerer half-ran, half-stumbled toward them, eyes wide with terror.

The ground was a seething carpet of yellow and black as dozens of wasps wriggled to the surface and stretched out their wings. They walked on two legs like humans, and many of them wore the tatters of clothes.

“Is this gonna be a problem?” Nils asked, moving behind Nameless.

“Not at all, laddie. I’ve faced worse.”

“When?”

Nameless rubbed his beard and thought about that. “Do you know, I can’t remember. Must be the lack of grog. Be that as it may, let me give you lads a word of advice.”

A flurry of wasps took to the sky and started to circle. Below, the parchment ground grew pitted with holes as more and more of the creatures burst through. There must have been hundreds, all adding to the furious din that was threatening to burst Nameless’s eardrums.

“What?” Silas said, squeezing between Nils and Nameless. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, his lips tinged with blue. “What advice?”

“Run!”

Nameless charged among the emerging wasps, chopping this way and that.

His plan was a simple one, one he’d employed a million times. Cut a swath through the enemy and keep going. Only, he got about twenty yards when the creatures in the air started to dive-bomb.

He swung the axe in a scything arc, dropping three in a shower of gore. Nils was thrashing his sword about like an old woman with a walking cane, while Silas held his book above his head, as if that could ward off a sting.

And what stingers they had: sickle-shaped barbs that stuck out of their arses. It would have been laughable, had one not been coming straight at Nameless. Quick as it happened, he still found himself making a mental note to get a helmet at the next opportunity. He swayed aside at the last moment and split the wasp down the middle.

Dozens more took to the air, blotting out the sagging clouds. No matter how fast he dispatched them, more kept coming. There was no way he could ward off all those stingers.

The wasps swarmed together, undulating through the sky as one. They banked high and veered into another attack.

Nameless held the axe up before his face and spoke to the blades. “That silver fire thing you did at Arnoch, Paxy… now would be a good time.”

Nothing happened.

“Paxy?” He shook the axe. “Paxy!” Still nothing. There was a rush of air and a deafening wall of noise.

“Get down, lads!”

Nils dragged Silas to the ground as the swarm hit.

The axe was a dazzling blur, an extension of Nameless’s arms that sliced and clove with the ferocity of a whirlwind. Limbs rained down, heads flew, wings tore.

“I don’t shogging believe it!” Nameless cried above the buzzing. “She’s sulking. The axe is sulking!”

Wave after wave of giant wasps hurtled into the path of his blades. A stinger grazed his shoulder. Another ripped the front of his shirt but barely broke the skin. He swayed, ducked and twirled without the impediment of thought. His body and the axe were one, perfectly in tune. He was ecstatic, reveling in every sublime strike, seeing each stinger as if it came at a snail’s pace.

At his feet, Silas and Nils cowered and yelped whenever they were showered with pus, but Nameless was loving every minute of it. He felt the words of a song bubbling up from his gut, but before he could give it voice, hooked hands grabbed his ankles and yanked.

“Paxy, I’m sorry,” he cried, chopping through a spindly arm. “Just get us out of here. I’ll make it up to you.”

He spun free, eyes searching out an escape route, even as he thrashed a couple more wasps from the air.

The swarm swirled out of reach and started to regroup. The ones on the ground had formed a cordon and were warily closing in. A couple of them had the Casket of the Law and were disappearing with it down a hole in the parchment ground. That should give the Council something to squabble about for a decade or two.

Nils got to his feet, but Silas lay flat on his back and might very well have been dead. Nameless quickly quashed the thought that it would save him the trouble. Last thing he needed right now was to give an inch to the dark. Before he knew it, he’d be in the depths of despair with stingers perforating every inch of his dwarven behind.

Something scrabbled out of Silas’s pocket and sped off to the right. It was the hand that had freed Nameless back at the gorge. Whatever it was up to, it spooked the wasps. Those in its way shot into the air, and that’s when Nameless saw his opportunity. He threw the axe in a wide loop that sent the blades slicing through half a dozen carapaces. The edges of the circle buckled as the creatures balked at the carnage. The axe whipped back into his hand, and he dragged Silas to his feet.

“Help him,” he told Nils. “Get through the gap.”

Nils sheathed his sword and draped Silas’s arm over his shoulder. Together, they lumbered toward the opening. Nameless cast the axe left and right, keeping the wasps at bay, but overhead, the swarm was wheeling into another dive.

A rush of movement from behind had him spinning and kicking a wasp where a man’s fruits would have been. He hammered his fist into another’s face and swung the axe one-handed to split a third’s head down the middle.

A shadow fell over him, and he dived, rolling over and over, expecting any moment to be skewered by a stinger. There was a fierce buzzing in his ear, then a barb plunged into the papery ground beside his face. He grabbed hold of it by the base and yanked it off amid a spray of pus. Then he was up on his feet and finishing the wasp off with a clean slice. He backed away, weaving a wild arc of steel above his head and glancing over his shoulder to see if Silas and Nils were through.

The wizard fell. Nils ran back and grabbed him by the collar, dragging him through the rapidly closing channel.

Nameless roared his defiance at the wasps swarming him from above, and they buzzed higher, out of reach. Those behind, however, bunched together in a droning phalanx that continued to swell as others emerged from their nest below ground. The phalanx bulged amid a deafening din that rattled Nameless’s bones. With a unified shove, it surged toward him.

He turned and ran—straight into the wall of wasp-men closing the gap behind Nils and Silas. With a chop to the left and another to the right, a path began to open. He shoulder-charged, kicked, punched, and head-butted, spun away from a stinger, and then he was through. His legs pumped furiously as he pelted toward his companions, but a sharp pain in his buttock made him yelp and tumble in a heap at Nils’s feet.

“One last try,” the lad was shouting. “Come on, Silas, you can do it.”

Nameless rolled to his knees as the phalanx bore down upon them, and overhead, the swarm dived like a hail of arrows. He tried to stand, but ice flooded in his veins and his heart flapped about like a chicken with its neck about to be wrung.

“I can’t,” Silas wheezed. “I just—”

“Nameless?” Nils cried.

“Sorry… laddie, they got me. Poison…” He fell flat on his face.

Silas was muttering something that sounded like a senile lament full of made-up words and rattling breaths.

“Crap,” Nils said.

A blast of wing-fanned air hit the back of Nameless’s head and made him open one eye in drowsy expectation of the pain to come. His guts lurched, and a stream of vomit burned its way up his throat and pooled around his face. His heart rate steadied, and fire surged through his limbs. It was the same thing that happened each time he got drunk and then needed to fight. Only, it was too late, and there were too many…

Heat washed over him, and he rolled to his back as a wall of flame roared up from the earth a hundred feet into the air. Charred carcasses thudded to the ground, and in front, the phalanx dispersed and fled back toward the nest.

Nameless climbed to his feet and tried to work out what had happened.

Nils was kneeling over Silas’s prone body. “He did it,” the lad said. “He did it!”

Silas groaned, and a trickle of blood ran out of the corner of his mouth. His fingertips were smoldering, one hand still upon the open page of the grimoire. The letters flashed and flowed together into a snaking tendril that slid off the page and coiled about his wrist. His body convulsed, and he sat bolt upright.

“We must press on,” he said in a voice like crackling tinder.

Nameless cast a look at the retreating wasps.

“They’re going back underground,” Nils said. “Into the hive.”

Nameless snorted and turned his attention to Silas. “I want a word with you, laddie.”

“Well, it will have to wait,” Silas snapped, putting the grimoire back in his satchel. “We need to hurry.”

Nameless stepped in close. “Now.”

Silas’s eyes flashed red, and he opened his mouth, a retort on the tip of his tongue. But then he swallowed and lowered his gaze. “I had no choice. You weren’t exactly cooperating.”

“Did I ask to be rescued?”

“Well…”

“Did I?”

Silas licked his lips. “There’s gratitude for you.”

“They was gonna kill you,” Nils said to Nameless.

“Were.” Silas sucked in air through gritted teeth.

“What?”

“Were gonna kill you.”

Nils rolled his eyes.

“So what if they were,” Nameless said. “It was the right thing to do.”

“Oh, that’s just dumb,” Nils said, and then immediately backed away with his hands raised. “I mean, you ain’t no threat to them. Not no more.”

“And they know that how?” Nameless said. “All they have are the memories of what happened at Arx Gravis, and the sight of this big stupid dwarf with a magical axe that’s the spitting image of the one that caused the slaughter.”

“Except it’s gold,” Nils said.

Nameless made a show of studying the blades. “I hadn’t noticed. Not at all like a certain black staff in a forest of tar.”

“What did you say?” Silas said.

“That got your attention, didn’t it, laddie? Now, give me that book of yours.”

Silas’s hand covered his satchel. “Why?”

“I’m going to do something I should have done a long time ago.”

“No,” Silas said. “Leave it alone. It’s mine.”

Nameless held out a hand.

Silas clutched the satchel to his chest and turned away. “Mine! Not yours! Mine!”

“Leave him be,” Nils said. “He ain’t well.”

Nameless stiffened. A rush of fire burned beneath his skin. His fingers clenched into a fist, and he ground his teeth. He craned his neck to glare at Nils, and the lad retreated, all the blood draining from his face. For an instant, Nameless no longer saw Nils. Instead, there was the image of a baby, its tiny body limp and bloody.

The rage instantly drained away from him. He tried to say, “I’m sorry,” but the best he could manage was a throaty growl.

“You’re right,” he grumbled. “He’s not well. That’s what you get when you mess with magic, especially the kind that comes from Verusia.”

Silas twisted his neck to look over his shoulder at them. “That’s just ignorance speaking.”

Nameless narrowed his eyes.

“What I mean is,” Silas said, “there’s more to Blightey’s magic than almost anyone realizes.”

“Anyone but you?” Nils said.

Silas turned back round, nodding ten to the dozen. “Yes. Thank you, Nils. Thank you. At least someone understands. All that teaching I’ve been doing with you has paid off, I see.”

Nils put his hands on his hips. “It was a question.”

“Ah, but a good one. You have a shrewd mind, young Nils. Incisive.”

Nils frowned and shook his head.

“Clever,” Silas explained. “Go on like this, and you’ll get a place at the Academy in a year or two.”

The lad’s eyes widened at that, and he looked like he wanted to say something, but Silas beat him to it.

“Well, maybe that’s stretching it a little.”

Nils dropped his chin to his chest, and his cheeks reddened.

“Nameless,” Silas said. “I admit it. I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have charmed you. But look at it this way: I was just trying to get you out of there.”

“We was both just trying to help,” Nils said. “It ain’t right to leave a friend behind.”

Nameless allowed himself a tight smile. “I know that’s what you think, Nils, and believe me, I’m glad to be considered your friend. But the Dark Lord here, he’s got his own reasons for rescuing me.”

Silas relaxed his grip on the satchel. “I need you.” He looked up into Nameless’s face, eyes red-rimmed and feverish. “The book has shown me the way. You’re right. There’s a staff in a forest—”

“No,” Nameless said.

“Hear me out.”

“I said no. I didn’t ask to be rescued, and certainly not for this.”

“So, what,” Nils said. “You just gonna stroll back to the gorge and let them kill you?”

Nameless closed his eyes and tried to think. Is that what he really wanted? At the time, he’d welcomed death, but it all changed when Jaym threatened Nils. The lad hadn’t wanted to follow him on this fool’s errand, but out of all of them, he was the one who’d shown his true mettle. Oh, he was cocksure and still had a lot of growing up to do, but there was no doubting his heart. Nor his aptitude for learning, from what Nameless had seen. The lad had warmed to him, looked up to him like he might an older brother, or a parent. At first Nameless had found it vaguely embarrassing, even a tad pathetic, but when all was said and done, it was Nils who’d started to make him feel like a person once more, and not just the Ravine Butcher. Nils and Ilesa, of course. Shame that, he thought. Shame she couldn’t have accepted his forgiveness. Shame she wasn’t still with them.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what to do. I came to help them. Came to protect them from something.” He looked at his palm, as if the answer were written there in the lines and calluses. “I thought they were running from me into something far worse, but there isn’t anything worse, as far as they’re concerned.” He felt his voice choking up and coughed before he went on. “It might be better for everyone if I just keep on walking, keep wandering this land of nightmares until no one remembers me.”

Nils started a slow hand clap. “That’s so sad.”

Silas winced and put a hand over his eyes.

It felt like Nils had just slapped Nameless round the face with a wet fish. Instead of anger, instead of being hurt, he just felt numb. Numb, and not a little stupid.

“You know,” Nils said, slapping the bag that held his Lek Vae, “I was thinking I might take up writing once I know my letters more better. I been drawing on the pages—hope you don’t mind; I kind of thought you wouldn’t want the book back.”

“No,” Nameless said. “It’s yours.”

“I drew a map of the way we came, you and me, from Jeridium to Malfen. I been trying to write the names of the towns and stuff on it. But what I really want to do is write down what we’ve all done here. Our adventures. You go off now like some sulking nincompoop and it’s gonna ruin my story.”

“So, we go on?” Silas said. “Find my staff?”

Nameless eyed the wizard for a long moment then turned his gaze on Nils. “How’d you want the tale to end?”

Nils rubbed his chin. “Well, we can’t go back the way we came. If the dwarves get hold of us, we’re dead. Or at least you are.”

Nameless nodded. “Can’t disagree with you there, laddie.”

“I say we carry on the way we was heading,” Nils said. “See if they follow. If they don’t, we could loop back, find some way out of here. I don’t care about no heroic ending. I just wanna get home.”

Silas sneered. “Well, that’s going to make for an enthralling read.”

“Don’t expect you to agree, Silas,” Nils said. “But I reckon you’re not right in the head. That book’s bad news, if you ask me. The sooner we get back to Jeridium, the better for all of us.”

“Well, that’s settled, then,” Nameless said. He wasn’t any more thrilled than Silas sounded about it, but he was plain out of ideas of his own. The gloominess was settling upon him once again, but maybe if he had a purpose—to get Nils home—it would be enough to keep him going.

“Now wait a minute,” Silas said.

Nameless clapped Nils on the back. “Lead the way, laddie. This is your journey now.”

Nils looked into the distance. “There,” he said, pointing to a red patch of sky in the north-east. “Always wanted to see a volcano.”

“As good a suggestion as any,” Nameless said.

A sly look passed across Silas’s face, but he said nothing. Nameless watched him out of the corner of his eye as Nils set off toward the distant peak.

“I see I’m going to have to keep an eye on you, laddie.”

Silas snorted and lengthened his stride to take the lead.

“He’s keen,” Nils said as Nameless caught up. “Must’ve got a third wind.”

Nameless watched the wizard’s back, black coat flapping behind him, one hand atop the satchel containing Blightey’s grimoire.

There was something playing out here that was too complex for him to fathom. The vision of the staff in the forest of tar sat uncomfortably at the back of his mind. Silas was on a very slippery slope, that was for sure. Nothing good could come of anything related to the Lich Lord. The Blightey he’d faced in Verusia was no more than a skull that wore other people’s bodies like clothes.

Either Silas was obsessed to the point of recklessness, or he was being used. In any case, he needed watching. The first sign of treachery, and he’d get an axe through his skull.

Nameless let out a long sigh. It was all getting too complicated, and he was bone weary. His limbs were growing heavy—whether from the fighting or the returning depression he couldn’t say; and he had a lump on his arse the size of an egg from where the wasp had stung him.

Maybe Nils was right. Maybe they all just needed to get back to Jeridium. Show him a comfy chair by the hearth in an ale house, and he’d be one happy dwarf. At least as long as his tankard was full.

 




EIGHT

NILS

A thick blanket of ash covered the scree slope skirting the base of the volcano. The air was heavy with sulfurous smoke that fell languidly through the clouds obscuring the summit.

Nils was more than a little disappointed. “Thought there’d be fiery stuff, you know, oozing down the sides.”

Silas picked up a nugget of dark rock, sniffed, and tossed it over his shoulder. “Rivers of lava?”

“Yeah, lava. Thought there’d be lava.”

“The volcano’s settling down, laddie,” Nameless said, squinting up into the cloud cover. “A day sooner, and we’d have gotten nowhere near. See how the surface is all ridged.” He pointed to the raised veins of blackness that ran down the mountain.

“Looks like it’s melted,” Nils said.

“Oh, spare me.” Silas shook his head.

That got Nils’s goat and had him fuming. “Well, I don’t know, do I? I ain’t never seen no volcano before.”

“Please speak correctly,” Silas said. “At least do me the honor of applying what I teach you, otherwise you can start paying for your lessons, and I sincerely doubt a lowlife vagabond like you could afford that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nils thrust his fists into his hips and stuck his chin out.

“And stop the posturing, you microcephalic moron. You’re fooling no one.”

“Eh?” Nils said. He had no idea what Silas had just called him, but he was sure it weren’t nice.

“Means about the same as ‘bird brain’ in my reckoning,” Nameless said. “Though, I’m just a stupid grunt compared to his magisterial omniscience here. You boys carry on slugging it out. I’m going to have a nose around.”

He kicked his way through the scree and disappeared behind an outcrop of rock.

“Bird brain?”

“Not technically correct,” Silas said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But it’s an apposite image.”

That was it. Silas was taking the piss, and it weren’t right. Same thing had happened with Magistra Archyr: all that talk about how he needed educating, and then the knocks when he weren’t as clever as her. Bitch.

“If there’s something wrong with my learning, maybe it’s because I’ve got a crap teacher.”

That took the grin off Silas’s face. He frowned and looked at Nils the way he might study a tricky passage in that shogging book of his. “Forgive me. I’m just tetchy.”

Nils was about to spit an angry retort, and then it sank in. “You’re sorry?”

Silas nodded, drew in a deep breath, and sighed. “It’s driving me, Nils. I know that now.” He patted his satchel. As if in response, fingers poked out of his coat pocket, twitched, and then withdrew.

“The book?” Nils seated himself on the scree, and Silas did the same.

“The book, the staff. It’s all pretty much the same. And if I don’t heed either of them, this blasted hand goads me on.” He thumped his pocket, setting off squirming and wriggling from within.

“So, ditch them,” Nils said. “Leave them here and come back with us to Jeridium.”

“I can’t.”

“Course you can,” Nils said. “Just think, you could teach me good enough to get me into the…” He broke off, feeling suddenly stupid.

“The Academy?”

He looked Silas in the eye, studied his face for any sign of mockery. “Yeah, well.” He picked up a pockmarked rock and ran it around his fingers. “I thought maybe if I practiced hard…”

“Yes,” Silas said. “Yes. I didn’t want to say before, in case it went to your head, but you have an aptitude, Nils.”

“Attitude? I ain’t got no attitude.” That’s exactly what Magistra Archyr used to say. It weren’t fair. He hadn’t done nothing to deserve—

Silas reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Aptitude, Nils. It means you have ability. You’re good at study. I’ve never seen anyone learn so fast.”

Nils dropped the rock and rummaged about for another. “Then, why do you make me feel so thick? I don’t even know what you’re saying half the time.”

“But you will.” Silas gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Keep going the way you are, and I could get you through the entrance exams in a couple of years.”

“You could?” Nils’s excitement died before it was fully given birth. Something had shifted in Silas’s demeanor. His eyes seemed to have sunken deeper into their sockets, their focus suddenly far away. “You don’t think you’ve got a couple of years, do you?”

Silas coughed, as if to emphasize the point. “I don’t know, Nils. Sometimes, I think I’m only still alive because of this quest.”

“Nameless?”

“No, not him. Not that business with the dwarves. My quest. The book was already leading me out here before I met him. Chance slung us together. Chance or fate, though I don’t really believe in the latter. I thought we could help each other. I’m not a strong man, and I don’t think I’d have gotten this far without him. Without both of you.”

“And Ilesa.” Nils couldn’t believe he’d said that, but when all was said and done, he did sort of miss her. He still carried her scent in his nostrils from that first time he’d bumped into her in The Grinning Skull. Just the thought of her sent his blood tingling.

Silas pursed his lips. “I suppose.”

“Come back with us,” Nils said. “Give up this staff business. No good can come of it.”

“It’s the only thing that keeps me going.” Silas dropped his gaze to his palms. “It’s all or nothing, as far as I can see. Kill or cure.”

“Kill, most likely,” Nils said. “What if it’s all some sort of trap? What if you’re being used?”

“No,” Silas said. He shuddered and stiffened, and the fire returned to his eyes. Pushing himself to his feet, he turned to face the north. “I refuse to believe it. The book’s already given me so much, but the staff promises even more. Do you know who once wielded it?”

Nils followed his gaze. A dark smudge was visible on the far side of the volcano, perhaps two or three miles away. “The Lich Lord of Verusia, wherever that is. You’ve told me a hundred times. Is that it?” He pointed to the smudge. “The forest of tar?”

“That’s it. See how close we are.”

“Nameless says this Blightey bloke is bad news.”

Silas scoffed. “He would say that, but like he just said, he’s a barely educated grunt.”

“He reads Ancient Vanatusian better than I do.”

“Parroting his so-called scholarly brother, no doubt. My point is, he’s just as ignorant of who Blightey really was as everyone else.”

“Thought he said he met him,” Nils said. “Didn’t they once fight?”

“Believe what you like, but if Blightey’s so powerful and so evil, how come Mr. Stumpy is still alive?”

Nils hadn’t really thought about that. “Maybe Nameless is tougher than him.”

Silas flicked the hair out of his face. “That book you carry, the Lek Vae, it says in my grimoire that Blightey used to follow it assiduously.”

“You’re joking.”

“Apparently,” Silas said, “he was once a holy man.”

“Get away.”

Silas’s eyes were once more feverish and bloodshot. “So, you see—”

Nameless emerged from behind the outcrop, whistling a jaunty tune. He began to amble back down to them but suddenly stopped and glared. With a violent curse, he raised his axe, and hurled it straight at Silas.

“No!” Nils screamed as he tackled the wizard to the ground.

The axe streaked past, missing them both by a hair’s breadth. There was a splat, a heavy thud, and the scrunch of scree sliding down the bank.

Nils lay atop Silas, making himself a shield. He craned his neck to look behind and gasped. A grey-garbed body took two stumbling steps, gouts of blood pumping from its neck. It crumpled onto the slope amid a rapidly spreading pool of crimson. The head bounced and rolled downhill, leaving a grisly trail in its wake.

“Shog, it’s a dwarf!” he said.

Silas shoved him off and sat up. “What the blazing—?”

“Run, lads!” Nameless bellowed, catching his returning axe and pounding down the bank toward them.

Nils spun round but couldn’t see nothing to run from. Then, a few hundred yards back the way they’d come, a cluster of boulders shifted. He blinked and shook his head. Five stony-colored dwarves separated from the rocks, their clothes perfectly merging with the terrain as they flowed over the scree.

“Svarks,” Nameless said, panting as he came up to them. “Run—and don’t stop until I tell you.”

Silas was already slipping and sliding down the slope, coughing and moaning.

“Help him,” Nameless said, a grim set to his jaw as he hefted the axe and looked for a target.

Only there wasn’t one. The dwarves had vanished.

“Don’t be fooled, laddie. They’re still coming. Now, get out of here.”

Nils didn’t need telling again. He ran, linking arms with Silas and dragging him along. The disembodied hand flopped out of the wizard’s pocket and sped ahead, leading them toward the black smudge in the north.

To Nils’s surprise, Nameless was powering after them. It was the first time he’d seen the dwarf look scared. Well, second, maybe, if you counted the serpent back at the lake. Third, if you considered the water—

A grey shape rose to intercept them, as if it had formed from the rocky earth. Nameless’s axe sheered through a shoulder, deep into the chest. The Svark dropped, gore spilling from the wound.

“Who sent you?” Nameless demanded, gripping the dying dwarf by the collar. “The Council?”

“Don’t… be… stu…”

“Who?” Nameless roared. He was shaking with rage, and veins stood out on his neck and arms.

“Grago. Council… too weak. Hunted must become… hunter.” The Svark coughed up blood and went limp.

Nameless let go in disgust. “I knew it. Knew something was wrong.”

He hovered for a moment, as if deciding whether or not to go back.

The five pursuing Svarks shifted in and out of vision. Another minute, and there’d be no choice but to stand and fight.

Nils drew his sword.

“Don’t be foolish,” Nameless said. “There’s nothing you can do. Nothing any of us can. Luck bagged me two of them, but the rest won’t be taking chances.”

As if on cue, the other five blurred into appearance, still some way off. They fanned out and then melded back into the scree.

Silas pulled away from Nils and was off after the hand like a seasoned athlete. It had to be the book doing it. How much more could his ailing body stand?

Nameless slapped Nils on the rump with the flat of his axe. “Go, laddie, and don’t look back.”

The dwarf didn’t wait for a response. He sprinted after Silas as fast as his legs could carry him.

Never one to take advice, Nils gave one last look behind and saw the air shimmer.

“Wait for me!” he yelled, running like all the demons of the Abyss were jabbing his arse with red-hot pokers. He sucked in great gulps of acrid air and hoped against hope he was as good a runner as he always boasted.

 




NINE

SILAS

Will you get a move on!” Silas said.

He’d had quite enough of this. Nils was a damned sight younger than he was, and not only that, the lad was supposed to be a decent runner. Mind you, most things Nils said were a far cry from reality. They’d run for maybe a couple of miles, and already his tongue was lolling out like a dog’s. He was hunched over, gasping for air and dragging his feet in a staggered lurch. His running was clearly on a par with his fighting. Perhaps he was more suited to academia, after all. Silas would have guffawed at that under any other circumstances, but not now when the stakes were so high. Rough diamond, he told himself. With the right instruction, the lad might do well.

Nameless brought up the rear, virtually walking backward. He clutched the axe tightly to his chest, and his head was constantly twisting this way and that. Silas had never seen him so nervous.

“That’s me done,” Nils gasped, and threw himself to the ground. “Let them kill us. I ain’t taking another step.”

“But we’re almost there.” Silas gestured to the tangled darkness that awaited them.

Nothing else was visible beyond it, so vast was the slick of the forest of tar. Tortuous trunks of glistening blackness stooped beneath the weight of swollen clouds. The tree limbs were intertwined, knotted overhead.

Dread clamored at the edges of his mind, made its presence felt in his bowels. But more powerful was the pull of the staff. Somewhere within that dark jungle, he could feel it calling to him. He was the Worthy, the one it was destined for. A few more hours and he’d have everything. Everything.

“Almost is as good as it’s going to get,” Nameless said.

“Well that’s just ridiculous.” Silas turned on the dwarf. He wasn’t about to let the stunted bastard stop him now, not when he was so close. “I didn’t come all this way just so some—”

Nameless glared over his shoulder. “Ignorant grunt?”

“Yes. Uh, no. What I mean is, we’ve come so far. It’s just a staff, for pity’s sake. A staff that may have the power to cure me and get us out of here.”

“Oh, so that’s why you want it, is it? If you need something doing with that cough of yours, go see a healer.”

Nils sat up. “It’s too late for that, Nameless. He’s dying.”

“And because of that, we should turn to Blightey’s evil? This can only end one way, and I refuse to be a part of it.”

Silas felt things shifting in his favor. If he kept pressing now, they’d keep going. They were so near. “All I want is for you to help me get through the forest. Once we pass the guardians, you can go.”

“I can go right now, laddie,” Nameless said. “I don’t need your permission.”

Silas winced as the hand scuttled across the ground and tugged on the leg of Nameless’s britches.

The dwarf swatted it off and swung his axe.

“No!” Silas cried.

The hand flipped through the air, blood spurting in its wake. Twitching by Nameless’s boot was its little finger. He ground it underfoot.

The hand crawled to Silas and spasmed as he stooped down to scoop it up. He tried to summon fire to cauterize the wound, but the well was still dry. Apparently, fueling his body with frenzied energy was as much as the book was prepared to give. He tore off a strip from his shirt, wrapped it around the stump where the finger had been, and then placed the hand in his pocket.

“I see you’ve changed,” Silas said. “I’m starting to think your people might have a point.”

“It’s not…” Nameless started, jabbing his finger at Silas’s pocket. “Not the same. I mean, it’s a thing. It’s not natural.”

Silas sneered. “Classic demonization strategy. Sounds like the Ravine Butcher talking.”

“That’s not fair,” Nils said.

“No, laddie.” Nameless dropped his chin to his chest. “It’s fair. Just promise me one thing, Silas, and we’ll be good. Don’t enter the forest while I’m gone. It’s no place for the boy, and you know it.”

“Where are you going?” Silas asked.

“Back the way we came.”

Silas was torn between elation and despair. With Nameless out of the way, he could go where he liked, but without him, how would he get past the guardians? And then an idea struck him. The dwarf would do anything to keep Nils safe, that much was obvious.

“But what about them dwarves following us?” Nils said.

Nameless shrugged. “The Svarks? I’ve not seen or heard a thing from them since we left the foothills leading away from the volcano.”

Things were just getting better and better, as far as Silas was concerned. “They’ve given up?”

“I doubt that. Those shoggers have a reputation to keep. No, they’re probably just holding back till we exhaust ourselves. Most likely, they’re waiting for us to sleep.”

Nils drew his sword. “Then we take turns keeping watch. I’ll go first.”

Nameless raised a tremulous fist to his mouth. His eyes were unfocused, devoid of hope. “No, laddie. I can’t allow it. Even I barely saw the others, and I’m a dwarf, used to their stealth.”

“But my eyes are—”

“Nameless is right,” Silas said, sensing his opportunity. “No one disputes the fact that you have the eyes of an eagle, young Nils, but it is a particularly devious form of camouflage they are using.”

Nils sniffed at that, but his shoulders sagged, and he returned his sword to its scabbard.

“I’ll backtrack,” Nameless said. “Perhaps they won’t expect that. Maybe if I’m quiet—”

“You, quiet!” Nils said. “Shog, Nameless, you might as well drive a herd of cattle toward them. What if they hear you coming? Can you take them? All five of them?”

Nameless drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they had a steely set. “Whatever happens, laddie, don’t go into the forest. Remember our plan?”

“I ain’t having it. If you go, I’m—”

“Remember our plan?” Nameless said again, hammering each syllable home. “Loop back to the volcano. I found some lava vents up above the talus. Some of them have been worked. Looks like they connect with tunnels beneath the roots of the mountain. You might be able to travel through them. I’ve a hunch they might be one of the permanent footprints Stupid—the fellow in motley back at the gorge—was talking about.”

“Worked?” Nils said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“My people once had plans to turn parts of Mount Sartis into a forge. They were going to divert the lava flow into specially prepared smithies, and our engineers drew up designs to shield them from eruptions. They never got to test it. Place was infested with goblins. Thing is, it wasn’t an original idea. Legends say the dwarf lords of Arnoch used the heart of a volcano to smelt their ore and power the city.”

“You think they were here?” Nils said.

“Someone was. I’ve seen the city of Arnoch. Seen the magnificence of its construction. A people who could build that might have had the ability to tame a volcano.”

“So, let’s all go,” Nils said. “Circle round behind those shoggers. Maybe after a rest I’ll—”

“It’s me they want,” Nameless said. “I doubt they’ll come looking for you. Either I’ll kill them, or…”

He turned away from them and headed back the way they’d just come.

“Or what?” Nils cried. “Or what?”

But Nameless kept on walking until he passed from view.

“Now, young Nils,” Silas said. He felt the weight of the hand leave his pocket, saw it flop to the ground, blood oozing from the binding around its stump. “You’re coming with me.”

“Shog off. Didn’t you hear what—”

The hand sprang like a frog and latched onto Nils’s face. The lad recoiled and beat at it with his fists, but it clamped itself over his mouth and nose and wouldn’t budge. It was as if it had become part of him.

“I can’t breathe,” Nils gasped.

The hand poked two fingers into his nostrils, and he was reduced to gurgling chokes.

“Shush,” Silas said. “Not a word. I’d prefer it if you came to no harm, but I’m not the one calling the shots. Clearly, my friend here agrees that you should tag along. I’m sure if you do as you’re told, he’ll relax his fingers and allow you to breathe. Only enough for the walk, mind,” he said to the hand. “Now, boy, do behave, and let’s get going.”

Nils’s breaths came in tortured wheezes, but he followed like an obedient dog when Silas headed toward the forest of tar.

Silas felt bad about it. Really bad. But needs must, and whichever way you looked at it, he needed Nameless’s help. Nils was the bait that would ensure he got it.

Of course, Nameless could have been right. Maybe the dwarf wouldn’t survive the Svarks, but there was no point dwelling on that. If Nameless died, Silas was as good as dead himself. He’d seen visions of the demons guarding the way to the staff, and he didn’t have a hope of defeating them. The worst thing was, if he didn’t make the attempt, he’d die anyway. He knew without a shadow of a doubt the book would have no further use of him and would simply let the illness take its course.

It was a desperate gambit, but it was his only chance. He had to believe the staff could cure him. But belief had never come easily to Silas. What little hope he’d had was trickling away like the lifeblood of a slaughtered lamb.

 




TEN

NAMELESS

All he’d wanted was to help his people, tell them it was safe to go home. How had it gone so wrong?

Nameless growled. That was a question that didn’t deserve to be answered. Silas was right: he was just an ignorant grunt. Whatever made him think he could set things right with the dwarves of Arx Gravis, after what he’d done? It went wrong the minute he’d discovered the black axe in Aranuin.

That was Lukar’s doing, a whispering voice said from the pit of his mind. He started it.

Wouldn’t that have been easy? Blame someone else. The problem was, where would it end? Who was ultimately to blame? That bald bastard Aristodeus, for teaching Lukar seditious ideas? Droom and Yalla, for raising such an inquisitive and rebellious child? Their parents before them? Was it the restrictive nature of dwarven society? Perhaps Maldark the Fallen was responsible; after all, he was the one to screw things up so badly in the first place. Or was it Sektis Gandaw’s fault for duping Maldark? Shog, why not just go to the root of all the problem and lay the blame with the Mananoc in his icy prison at the heart of the Abyss?

The fact was, none of that sat right with Nameless. He’d made his choices, and he needed to take responsibility for them.

He tried to snap out of it, focus on the terrain ahead. He hadn’t noticed when they were running, but the ground had a salt and pepper quality. He crouched down to scoop up some loose earth, letting it fall between his fingers. Half ash, half charcoal, or so it seemed. The whole expanse laid out before him was nothing but a wasteland, a kind of dead space between the forest of tar and the volcano.

He quickened his pace, glaring at the hazy air and daring it to form into a Svark. Oh, they had stealth on their side, but they’d still have to be good—very good—if they were going to bring him down while he wielded the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. He’d always been a natural, gifted with lightning reflexes and balance that would have been the envy of most dancers. With the axe, though, he knew he was even better. Either his opponents had all grown suddenly slower, or his reactions were now so fast, it made them seem so.

The dust and ash eventually gave way to cracked earth as he moved back into the foothills bordering the volcano. Last place he’d glimpsed a pursuer was the shallow valley he was just dipping into.

Nameless took a firmer grip on the axe. His muscles were already burning with the anticipation of sudden defense. Where were they hiding? Why were they taking so long? Surely five Svarks had the confidence to take down a lone dwarf, even one with his fearsome reputation.

He stiffened as he spotted a grey shape at a bend in the valley floor. At first, it looked like a fallen boulder, but Nameless had seen enough of dwarven camouflage to recognize a concealer cloak, the hood pulled up to cover the head. The Svark lay motionless. Had he seen Nameless coming? Was he pretending to be part of the scenery, waiting to strike as his quarry drew near?

Fingers curling and uncurling on the axe haft, Nameless crept toward the Svark, eyes flicking left and right, in case the others were close by. This had all the hallmarks of a trap. Ten paces away, and the Svark still hadn’t moved. Five, four, three…

A dark puddle soaked into the earth beneath the Svark’s head. His heart quickening, Nameless lunged in and grabbed the hood, tugging the dwarf onto his back. He raised the axe to strike and then frowned. The Svark’s eyes were dull and lifeless, an expression of surprise etched into the bloodless face. A slender gash ran from ear to ear across his throat.

Stepping over the corpse, Nameless rounded the bend and found another dead Svark, this one supine, a dark patch staining the front of his jerkin.

The other three were farther along the valley. They must have split up, one of them apparently trying to reach higher ground and then sliding down with a puncture wound in his back. They’d been isolated and slaughtered, one at a time.

It was unthinkable. What manner of foe could have done this?

He shielded his eyes against the emerging suns and squinted.

A large bird—perhaps an eagle—spiraled up on the thermals and soared toward the volcano with long lazy beats of its wings. Something about the bird made his heart hammer in his chest. Before he knew it, he was running through the valley and scrambling up the incline at its end.

The volcano was still some way off, and he could no longer see the bird. He was about to turn back, when someone stood up on a ledge halfway to the summit. Nameless took another lumbering step, but the figure slipped away out of sight with the grace of a cat.

It had been a woman, he was sure of it. She’d been silhouetted by the suns, obscured by the misty haze that cloaked the volcano; but he’d seen long hair, a slender frame, and clothing of dark leather.

“Gods of Arnoch,” Nameless said, shaking his head. “Ilesa.”

He was torn. He wanted so much to run after her, but he needed to get back for Nils’s sake, and to stop Silas from doing something stupid. He waited a moment, hoping against hope that Ilesa would reappear, turn back into a bird and swoop down to him. For that’s what she’d done, he was certain of it. Ilesa had finally grown her wings.

The hope quickly faded, though. If she’d wanted to make contact, she could have done so at any time. Obviously, she’d been following. Obviously, she’d been the one to deal with the Svarks.

Nameless screwed his face up, his muscles bunching in frustration. Why couldn’t she just come back and see for herself that he didn’t blame her? Why did women have to be so shogging complicated?

Hefting the axe over his shoulder, he headed back through the valley and out onto the plains of dust and ash. His thoughts were filled with memories of old friends.

The inky blackness of the forest of tar appeared like a blot on the horizon before he realized he’d been lost in recollection and regret. He hurried the last half a mile, keen to find his companions and lead them away from the beckoning dark. But when he found the spot he’d left Silas and Nils in, there was no one there. Instead, two sets of footprints led through the ashen ground straight into the trees.

 




ELEVEN

NILS

Nils’s vision was all blurry. The shogging hand was practically smothering him, and it weren’t no joke. He was dizzy for want of air, and his heart rat-tat-tatted in his ribcage like a demented woodpecker.

The deeper they moved into the gloom of the forest, the worse it got. Trunks of oily blackness corkscrewed into the sky, their twisted limbs weaving together to shut out the light of the suns.

Silas led the way along a narrow path of black grit that crunched underfoot and released puffs of yellow gas. Whispers passed among the trees to either side. The trunks were packed so tightly together, not even a mouse could have squeezed between them.

He would have asked Silas what the hurry was, if he could speak. The wizard’s energy had bounced back, by the looks of it, but Nils had been on his last legs before they entered the forest. It weren’t exactly getting any easier, neither, what with the disembodied hand’s fingers up his nostrils and its clammy palm over his mouth. First Nameless and now him. Who the shog did Silas think he was, going around controlling folk against their will? Nameless shouldn’t have stood for it; should have snouted him when he had the chance. It was all well and good being so understanding and the like, but it hadn’t exactly helped the situation none.

Silas stopped dead in his tracks and turned a slow circle. His eyes were so red, they seemed to burn from their sockets. He was breathing ten to the dozen, ragged, panting half-breaths that rattled in his throat.

“Listen,” the wizard said, holding a hand to his ear.

Nils could hear it right enough: a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, like the sound of a windmill’s sails.

“You feel that?” Silas asked.

At each beat, warm air wafted over Nils. He nodded, but quickly stopped when the hand tightened its hold. If it shoved its fingers any further up his nose, it would skewer his brain, and that wouldn’t be no good for studying.

“Careful now.” Silas continued warily along the path. “We’re very, very close.”

The heat grew with every step until Nils was sweating like a pig.

The path came to an abrupt end, but then the trees in front flowed aside in a slick, squelching wave to reveal an archway made of warped bones, which appeared to have been melted together. Before the archway were dozens of skeletons, their clothes charred and covered with mildew. Within the arch, an enormous flaming sword spun a vicious circle.

“This is it,” Silas said, taking the grimoire from his satchel and leafing through it. “The first guardian. There’s a question in here—a riddle of sorts. Blightey made it up to jog his memory. Ah, here it is.” He squinted at the page, coughed into his hand, and read: “Seven men of Vanatus approached a Temple of the Way when it started to rain. The six who continued walking got soaked to the skin, but the one who stayed still remained dry. Why?”

Nils tried to speak, but the hand squeezed hard.

“Don’t!” Silas said, jabbing a finger at him. “Don’t make a sound. I’m concentrating. So, why would seven men go to a temple?”

To pray? What else would you do at a temple? Except…

Nils started to grunt and hop from foot to foot. They hadn’t exactly had temples back home in Jeridium. It weren’t so long ago the Senate had banned all religion. But they hadn’t banned funerals. He remembered going to one, when Gramps kicked the bucket. There’d been these six geezers carrying the coffin. That was it. That was the answer.

“I won’t warn you again,” Silas said. He turned to face the flaming sword. “The seventh man prayed harder?” Nothing. “He was the holiest?” No change. “He was standing under a tree? No wait, he was in a carriage. Yes, he drove to the temple in a carriage.” Nothing. “With a roof?”

Nils rolled his eyes and turned his palms up.

“This is getting ridiculous,” Silas said. “Presumably, Blightey wants the Worthy to get to the staff. Why’s he have to make things so bloody difficult?”

It’s not difficult, dung-brain. You’re just a stupid plonker, is all. Nils started coughing as loud as he could, given his predicament.

“Right, that’s it!” Silas said, ripping the hand from Nils’s face and cramming it into his pocket. “If you’ve got something to say, say it. Go on, spit it out.”

“Coffin,” Nils blurted, at the same time trying to get a good lungful of air.

“Yes, I know you were; and probably just to annoy me. Now, what was it you wanted to tell me?”

“He was in a coffin—the seventh man. That’s why he was still. The other six were pall… pall-thingies… carrying it.”

“Pallbearers?”

“Yes. I think.”

Silas turned back to the archway. “So, the answer’s coffin?”

The sword froze in mid-spin, winked a couple of times, and vanished.

“That, my dear Nils, is why I’m called the Worthy, whereas you are merely my pupil. When you’re not being an irritating turd, that is.”

Nils started to say something but then stopped himself. What would be the point? People like Silas had been doing that to him all his life—making him feel a dunce and taking the credit for anything he did well. Not only that, but a madness had crept into Silas’s eyes, the sort you couldn’t argue with unless you wanted a clip round the ear. Gramps had been the same, especially when he had a few beers in him.

“Come on,” Silas said.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Nameless? Thought you said—”

“Now. Before the flaming sword comes back.” Silas headed through the archway and continued along the path.

Nils had half a mind to leg it back the way they’d come. Problem was, it weren’t just the thought of the hand that kept him rooted to the spot; it was fear plain and simple. Fear of being alone in the forest, but also fear of what Silas might do. The wizard was so changed, so driven, Nils was starting to wonder if he was the same bloke he’d met outside of Malfen. Wondered if he was a bloke at all, and not some demon from the Abyss.

“How’d you know it’s coming back?”

Silas glared over his shoulder, a barely suppressed snarl on his face. “I don’t, idiot boy, but it would be really bloody annoying if it did. Understand?”

“All right, all right. Keep your hair on. I just thought—”

“Well don’t. You’ll do yourself an injury.”

They followed the snaking track deeper into the trees. It wound about the thicker trunks, sometimes doubled back on itself, twisting and turning, always the slenderest of channels, barely keeping the knotted blackness at bay.

When they happened upon a clearing, Nils thought they’d arrived. He was almost relieved to get it over and done with, but Silas’s demeanor told him there was still some way to go.

“Perhaps we should wait here,” Silas said. “I don’t like the feel of this place. Reminds me of… When I was a child, my uncle had this—not my real uncle, you understand; one of my mother’s…” His voice trailed away as he stared into the trees. The redness had gone from his eyes. He looked suddenly frail again. Utterly human.

“What is it?” Nils said, moving to his side. “What’s it remind you of?”

Silas frowned, as if he didn’t understand the question. He ran a hand through his slick hair and sucked in a wheezy breath.

“Do you think it’s too late? I mean, if we left now…” He started to unshoulder his satchel, but the hand scurried up his coat and down his sleeve to take a firm grip on his wrist. Silas closed his eyes and shook his head. “Just an idea,” he said.

The hand released him and dropped back into his pocket.

“We’ll wait,” Nils mouthed, hoping the hand wouldn’t hear. “Nameless will come. You’ll see.”

Silas swallowed and licked his lips. When he opened his eyes, he looked lost.

“Come on,” Nils said a little louder. “Let’s rest up.” If the shogging hand made a move, he’d stick it with his sword and stamp it underfoot.

“Yes, let’s do,” Silas said. Only, it couldn’t have been Silas. The voice came from the trees.

And yet, there he was, plain as day. Silas—a much fresher, naked version, who looked like he’d just stepped out of the bathtub—was walking toward them with his thingy in hand.

“Shog me for a shogging shogger,” Nils said. Just when he thought things couldn’t get no worse, there was two of them.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no,” Nils’s Silas was saying through chattering teeth. His entire body was shaking. “We’re going to die. We’re going to—”

“Crap!” Nils said as another figure emerged from the blackness. It was like looking in a mirror, only he doubted he appeared so clean after all his travels; and there was no way he’d be seen starkers—not by no one. He gawped at where his double’s hands were cupped over its crotch.

“Knew you’d be embarrassed, like,” the naked Nils said. “So, I kept the old maggot covered. Oops!” he squealed, raising his arms. A black vine uncoiled from where his thingy should have been and sprang.

Nils was too shocked to get out of the way, but the tip of the tendril stopped a hair’s breadth from his face, swaying like a snake about to strike. The end started to bulge and then split as a mouth forced its way out.

Nils was shaking so much, he thought his joints would come apart and pitch him to the ground in a quivering heap. He’d have preferred it if they had. As it was, all he could do was stand and gulp and hope his bowels behaved, as a gristly tongue poked between the lips and moistened them—a tongue on the end of a vine that was his thingy. It darted out and gave his cheek a big slobbering lick, and then the tendril retracted to the double’s groin. Nils felt sick to his guts. He swayed and groaned, tried to keep it in, but then his stomach turned a somersault and he spewed all over his boots.

“You like that?” the naked Nils said. “I do hope so, because I’ve got a whole lot more for you.”

Nils pushed against his thighs and straightened up, wiping the puke from his mouth with his shirt sleeve. He wanted desperately to run, but his legs threatened to buckle.

Silas was on his hands and knees, whimpering. His teeth chattered so loud, they could have shattered. His double was behind him, gyrating its hips over his buttocks, its monstrous thingy firmly in hand.

“My,” naked Silas said. “Don’t you think you’re a bit overdressed?”

“Well, if you want my opinion,” a deep voice rumbled from behind Nils, “I’d prefer it if they kept their clothes on. Two lily-white arses is already too much for this old dwarf. Four would probably finish me off.”

The doubles both hissed and backed away as Nameless entered the clearing, axe casually slung over his shoulder.

“Now, I would tell you to pick on someone you own size, but you see the problem.” Nameless gestured to himself. “And before you tell me there’s another one of you hiding in there that looks like me”—he glanced at his crotch—“I doubt you’ve got what it takes.”

A third figure slunk from the trees. From the waist down, it was misshapen blackness. The upper half was barrel-chested, the muscles of its shoulders and arms swollen and defined; but the bearded face was only part-formed, eyes wide with shock, mouth hanging open like an idiot’s.

Nameless flexed his arm and held it up for comparison, then shook his head and sneered.

The three doubles roared at the dark canopy of the forest. They began to whirl in tight circles, stretching out their arms as black wisps of smoke wrapped around them. They spun faster and faster, merging with each other and swelling to the size of a house.

Nils was blown back by some invisible wind, but Nameless grabbed his collar and held him firm. Nils caught Silas by the coat as he hurtled by.

The sparkle of humor left Nameless’s eyes. They grew hard and dark. They became the eyes of the Butcher.

“Stay here,” Nameless growled as the wind died down.

Standing in place of the three doubles was a giant formed from tar. It was vaguely human-shaped but had no face, and its hands were fingerless—two immense clubs.

“Nameless, don’t!” Nils cried. “It’s too big.”

The dwarf looked like a child as he strode toward the monster, picking up his pace, skipping, bounding into a charge.

A formless fist came straight at him, but he spun around it, smacking his axe into an ankle. The blade bit deep, but it was like a logger making his first cut. He drew back to swing again, but the other club-fist rushed toward him. This time, he dived and rolled. The fist crashed into the ground, throwing up grit and a puff of yellow smoke. Nils staggered under the impact, almost lost his footing.

Nameless was relentless, hammering the axe against the same ankle, chopping with ferocious abandon. It was like water eroding a cliff, Nils thought, but then he saw that Nameless was doing some real damage, sending globs of black goo flying from the ever-deepening wound.

The tar-giant stamped, and Nameless tumbled head over heels. Before he could stand, a fist slammed into the earth beside his head. He dropped the axe and crawled out of the way of another bludgeoning punch. He rolled onto his back and held out his hand for the axe to fly into.

The other fist crashed down, and Nameless only just avoided being pulped. He made it to his feet as the monster stamped again, costing him his balance, and then it swung both formless hands in a sledgehammer blow. The instant before impact, Nameless dived and landed face down in the dirt.

Something crossed Nils’s vision, and he could only gawp as Silas dashed between the monster’s legs and ran deeper into the forest.

“Silas, no!” he cried, but he didn’t really expect an answer.

Nameless stood and shook the grogginess from his head.

“He’s gone,” Nils said. “Gone after the staff. We have to stop—”

The tar-giant squelched and lumbered toward them.

“Will you shog off!” Nameless bellowed, and hurled the axe. It spun haft over blades, whistling through the air to bury itself deep in the monster’s gargantuan head.

A little too deep, if you asked Nils.

“Oh, shog,” Nameless said.

“Crap,” Nils agreed.

The tar-giant raised both fists. Nils backed into an oily tree trunk and turned around in despair. There was nowhere left to run. The forest had crept up on them while they were distracted.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said, holding his hands high in a vain attempt to ward off the blow.

Nils was halfway to turning back to face his doom, when a blinding flash of silver burst from the monster’s head and kept sparking and expanding.

Time seemed to freeze for an instant, and then the head exploded in a spray of tar, and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords shot into the sky like a comet.

“Paxy!” Nameless cried. “Gods of Arnoch, you did it!” He pulled Nils into a bear hug. “She did it! I think she likes me again.”

The monster splashed to the ground in a viscous pool of blackness.

Nameless held out his hand to catch the returning axe, but it missed him entirely and hit the earth with a thud.

“Paxy?”

He let go of Nils and knelt beside the axe, scooping it into his arms like he might have done a sick child.

“She’s injured, Nils.”

“How’d you know?” Nils peered over the dwarf’s shoulder. The weapon looked the same as ever, far as he was concerned. Maybe a little duller, but he couldn’t really tell.

“I just know. She… It’s hard to explain. She sends me feelings.”

Nameless pushed himself to his feet and took a two-handed grip on the haft. “She’s hurt really badly. She won’t be doing that again. Ever.”

“Silas…” Nils said. He felt bad mentioning it, but something had to be done.

“Wait here,” Nameless said. “I’ll go after him.”

“But—”

“Wait!”

And with that, the dwarf was off along the path, leaving Nils alone with his unvoiced words.

I can help.

Yeah, right, he thought. Fat lot of good you’d be, Fargin.

 




TWELVE

SILAS

The path grew more and more like a labyrinth the deeper Silas was drawn into the forest. And drawn he was, he had no doubt about that now.

His feet were a couple of half-starved dogs that had just heard the dinner bell. They moved at a pace that belied his exhausted body. Sweat streamed down his face and burned his eyes. His mind was awash with promises—all the things that would be his once he had the staff: knowledge to rival that of Blightey himself; strength to face down any foe the way Nameless did; confidence, certainty, a boundless well of energy; and more than all of that, health, the chance to thumb his nose at the fate that had no right to treat him so badly.

He raced on through the black trees, coughing and clutching at his chest. His lungs were no more than tattered rags, sliced into a thousand strips by acid-dipped razors.

It wasn’t just promises his mind threw up, either. His churning thoughts recounted the warnings he’d heard back at the Academy, the endless lectures on the perils of Blightey’s way, the scaremongering over his book. Somewhere on the periphery of his consciousness, he knew they were right, knew that he’d been hoodwinked, led by his own weaknesses to a place he’d rather not have gone. But it was too late for that. He was in too deep. The compulsion to see this through was irresistible. He longed for the staff. Sweated for it. Burned for it.

But it’s a lie, an inner voice said. It was funny, but it reminded him of Nils. Good old simple Nils. Not simple as in stupid. Simple as in honest, earthy, transparent. If only I’d been like him, the voice of a sniveling child whined in his head.

But you’re not, another said, clipped and cold.

Silas’s heart skipped a beat, and a third voice chipped in to comfort him.

You are the Worthy, the truest of knowledge-seekers. Peace is within your grasp. The peace of great wisdom. Great power.

Yes! A part of him wanted to shout.

No! came the echo spiraling away into emptiness.

He could scarcely tell his heartbeats from the gravel crunching beneath his boots. He had a sudden panic and looked down. It was no longer gravel he walked over. It was fragments of blackened bone.

Almost there, the soothing voice said. You’re doing so well.

A chill wind gusted down the path, skirling around him. The oily limbs of the trees swayed to its eerie rhythm.

Silas cast a look over his shoulder. He wasn’t sure what he hoped to see. Nils perhaps, pulling him back from the brink. Nameless charging to the rescue. Instead, he was faced with the forest closing up behind him, giving him no option but to go on.

“Too late, Silas,” he muttered. “No one’s coming this time.”

Take heart, my Worthy. It’s almost over, and then you will fear no more.

Take heart? Yes, that was it. He needed strength now, not weakness. Only the strong could have made it this far. Only the resolute, the fearless, could win the prize. He’d been given so much, and what was it all for, if he balked at the final hurdle?

Yes, my Worthy, yes, the soothing voice said. Make keen your focus. Hone your will. You must become the arrow that pierces the cloud of ignorance, the dart that flies true to the heart of all knowledge. All knowledge!

“I’m coming!” Silas cried, tears flowing down his cheeks. “I’m coming!”

And then he burst upon a grove of twelve mighty boughs arranged in a circle. At its center, bound in briars and creepers and rooted to the earth, stood a twisted staff carved from blackest ebony.

 




THIRTEEN

NAMELESS

Nameless had barely gone a dozen yards when the trees in front closed over the trail. Their roots were undulating tendrils that gave them a gliding motion so fine it was almost imperceptible. If he didn’t act, and act soon, he’d lose sight of the rapidly fading path altogether.

He hacked deep into the nearest trunk, and the entire tree bowed backward, as if it couldn’t bear to be touched. He struck another, and the same thing happened. And then he was pressing forward, swinging the axe left and right, forcing his way after Silas.

A branch whipped down at him, but he ducked beneath it and hammered the axe into oily bark. Slick black vines coiled about his legs, but the twin blades sheered through them like butter. Paxy might have been damaged, but she was still keener than any axe he’d known.

His shoulders were burning from the force of his blows, his forearms pumped and growing numb. The effort of fighting for every inch of progress drained him one step at a time. Already, he was starting to slow. His breaths came quick and ragged, and his heartbeat throbbed between his ears. He growled his frustration. One more push, just one more. But there was always another.

A thorny creeper snagged his beard, and a vine snaked about his wrist. A fierce tug, and he was clear, but he blundered right on into a trunk.

Limbs wrapped around him, tightened about his chest. He strained and strained, but the pressure on his lungs was too great. He couldn’t breathe. His head swam, and he was losing sensation in his arms and legs. Paxy hung loose in his grasp. He would have dropped her, but she stuck fast to his weakening fingers. He felt her shudder, felt her impart what little was left of her strength. It was a mere trickle—all she had left.

Bunching every muscle in his torso, he leaned into his bonds, gritting his teeth and forcing his feet against the trunk. His thighs screamed under the pressure, but he was relentless. One last impossible effort, one last heave…

A shrill scream came from somewhere deep within the tree. Its limbs ripped free, and Nameless was pitched flat on his face. On instinct, he rolled and hurled Paxy. She sliced clean through glistening bark and inky sap, exiting the far side of the tree; then she reversed her flight and struck again. This time, the trunk split down the middle and fell away.

The axe shot into Nameless’s hand just like her old self.

“Still got the strength for a bit of clobbering, then,” he said, already up and pushing ahead. “That’s my girl.”

He swayed aside from a lashing creeper, leapt over a coiling root, hacked left, struck right, and then he was through, stumbling into a circular clearing that was ringed with towering black trees.

Silas stood at the center, reaching toward a sapling wreathed in brambles. Only, it wasn’t a sapling, Nameless realized. It was the black staff from his vision.

The axe trembled in his grasp. He felt her fear as ice creeping through his veins. He took a firmer grip, tried to impart a calm he did not feel.

“Silas, no!” he cried, taking a step forward and plunging to his knees.

The axe had suddenly grown leaden. He released his grip and regained his feet, leaving Paxy on the ground.

“Nameless?” Silas twisted his face away from the staff, but his hands still hovered inches from its dark and twisted wood. His eyes were pools of blood, and crimson tears streaked his face. “Nameless, is that you?” The words came out in a parched whisper interspersed with rattling coughs. He was hunched over, wincing and grimacing.

Nameless held out a hand and edged nearer. “Come away from that thing, Silas. You don’t have to do this.”

“I’m sorry,” Silas said. “Sorry I left you back there. I had to come.”

“I know, laddie.” Nameless took another step. He knew what it was like, more than anyone. “That’s what this kind of evil does to you. Promises you everything. Makes you feel you can’t live without it.”

“But what if I can’t?”

“You can, laddie. Trust me, you can.”

A tremor ran through the wizard’s body. His mouth gaped, and drool ran down his chin. “I don’t know that. I feel… feel so weak. Please… Just one touch, and I will… I will feel like—”

“Like a god?” Nameless knew all about that. Until the moment he’d seen the black axe in the bowels of Aranuin he’d always been content with a flagon of ale and a rousing song. Ask him if he wanted to be a god, and he’d have laughed in your face. Why would anyone want that kind of hassle? But the black axe had changed everything.

“Yes, a god,” Silas said. “Then nothing will harm me.” He coughed violently, and a slurry of black spew issued forth.

“Nothing you can see, maybe.” Nameless inched closer. “Give me your hand, Silas. Come on. Let me help.”

“I can’t!” Silas screamed, clawing at his face and swaying. “I’m not strong like you. I’m not strong.”

“You are, laddie. Trust me. You are.”

Silas’s eyes widened in a look of pure terror. The skin of his cheeks was lacerated and seeping fresh blood that mingled with the ooze of his tears. He looked at Nameless in bewildered anguish and then turned back to the staff.

“No!” Nameless cried.

“I’m sorry, I must.” Silas stretched out his hands. “It’s all I have.”

The wizard’s fingers curled around the black wood, and ecstasy spread across his face. His eyes closed, his lips trembled, and he let out a long shuddering sigh.

Maybe Nameless had got it wrong. Maybe the vision was just the product of his messed-up mind.

Silas stiffened and arched his back so far, Nameless thought it might break. At the same time, a window of blackness opened up in the air and began to grow until it was the size of a cartwheel.

The murky light within the grove died wherever it touched the dark. It seemed nothing could stand its touch, nothing could survive within its formlessness. It was the utter emptiness of the Void.

Nameless felt its pull, felt it demanding all that he was. Part of him wanted to give himself up, too—disappear from the world as completely as his name. He stared at the Void in rapt fascination, started to extend a hand. But then Silas let out a blood-curdling scream, and the spell was broken.

Silas’s face was warping, stretching, as if it were a mask being pulled apart by unseen hands. His screams grew shriller, until his eyes burst, and his head collapsed in on itself. His body pitched over backward, the stump of his neck neatly cauterized.

The pulpy remains of his head hung in midair and then started to dissolve into wisps of smoke that were drawn inexorably into the Void. Where they touched the darkness, they were immediately snuffed from existence. But then something started to form in their stead. Ghostly fragments of what looked like bone swirled upon the surface of the Void, knitting together and solidifying in the shape of a skull.

The chill touch of recognition crawled up Nameless’s spine.

“Blightey,” he whispered.

Flames formed a sinister halo around the skull, and the eye sockets glowed like embers. It fixed him with a hellish stare that burned away every last vestige of hope. Paralysis insinuated its way into his limbs, a thousand times worse than his darkest depression. He’d seen those eyes before. Seen their cruel intelligence. Seen what they could do back in Verusia.

The skull floated free of the Void, which contracted to a point and then vanished. Nameless willed himself to look away, but he was held fast, helpless against Blightey’s ravenous stare. He knew what was to come—knew those eyes were going to drink his soul—but at the very last moment, the skull broke off and drifted over to Silas’s headless body.

“No,” Nameless managed to say through chattering lips. “No.”

The skull lowered itself to Silas’s neck and twisted itself into position. First one leg twitched, then the other.

The corpse sat bolt upright, touched both hands to the skull and clicked it firmly into place. Effortlessly, it stood, as if a puppeteer were pulling it up by invisible strings.

A squelching, rustling sound rose up as sinews and veins formed over the bony surface of the skull. Layers of fat and flesh grew on top of them and jaundiced eyes filled out the sockets. Grey hair, coiffed and stained with dirty yellow streaks, sprouted from the scalp.

It was the same bloodless face Nameless had seen in Verusia: long aquiline nose, wide, almost lipless mouth, and teeth like weatherworn tombstones.

With the carefree abandon of the supremely confident, Otto Blightey turned his attention back to Nameless. It wasn’t the probing scrutiny Nameless had expected, though. There was no dissecting stare, no sadistic calculation. All he saw was the blind, unadulterated rage of a dumb beast.

He tried to shake off the paralysis as Blightey approached, but he might as well have been held firm by a hundred strong men. Nameless tried to scream but couldn’t as the Lich Lord grabbed a handful of beard and stared into his eyes. White-hot chains tightened around his head. All his thoughts, memories and feelings collided and swept through his mind. He tried to clutch at images, give himself something to hold on to, an anchor for his will, but none of them were strong enough—not Nils, not Ilesa, and certainly not poor Silas. Their faces gave way to scenes of torture: bodies impaled upon spikes, an eternity of unimaginable torment. He felt his eyes bulging, fit to burst. Give him any sort of death, but not this. Not—

Golden brilliance danced across his vision. There was an urgent prod at his hand, and his fingers opened on instinct, closing around the haft of the axe.

Fire surged through his veins, kindled his will, and he tore his eyes away from Blightey’s.

The axe swept down, and the Lich Lord fell back, blood pumping from the stump of his wrist—Silas’s wrist.

Nameless ripped the severed hand from his beard and roared a battle cry, but Blightey reached for the black staff and pulled it from the ground. A cloud of noxious vapors spilled from its tip, burning Nameless’s eyes and throat.

Blinking back tears and covering his mouth and nose with his hand, Nameless circled around the billowing brume. He could just about see Blightey’s outline through the smoke, directing the tip of the staff to his wrist and discharging dark fire to seal the wound.

As the fumes dissipated, the disembodied hand crawled from Blightey’s pocket and snapped itself into place on the stump. The blood-drenched bindings on its little finger fell away to reveal a perfectly healed nub, which rapidly grew, twitching, until it was a brand-new digit. It was the wrong hand—left when it should have been right—but then the fingers and thumb retracted and re-emerged the right way round.

Nameless bellowed and raised the axe to strike, but Blightey let off a series of fireballs that had him diving and rolling out of the way. The last exploded inches from his face, singeing his beard. His vision blurred, and his nostrils were filled with the stench of sulfur. He tried to rise but fell back, a ringing in his ears and a fierce pounding in his head.

Blightey pulled out the grimoire and flicked through the pages, growling like a wild beast. Everything he was doing seemed to be blind instinct, pure malice. There was a flash from the open page that triggered a response in the staff. Black flames licked along the staff’s length and spread throughout Blightey’s body. He staggered back, dropping the book and the staff so that he could hold his head. He screamed a long, drawn-out scream that turned into a wail and then an exultant cry.

“I remember!” he said. “It worked!” He scooped up the book and kissed it before placing it back in the satchel. The staff rose of its own accord and settled into his hand. “A lifetime of memory encoded in sigils and twisted wood. I knew it. I knew I could…”

He turned to face Nameless. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten you, my little friend. Your face is permanently etched into my mind, along with those of your companions. No one breaks into my home without severe consequences.” He splayed his fingers, and the air about them rippled.

A thick spider’s web fell over Nameless. He tried to throw it off, but it stuck to his limbs and weighed him down.

“I’ve half a mind to make you an example, like I did that delightful holy man I impaled in Verusia. I almost feel guilty I can’t recall his name. Do you—”

“Go shog yourself.” With a grunt, Nameless snapped one of the threads and then worked a hole in the web with Paxy’s blades.

“Now there’s a thought,” Blightey said. “Speaking of shogging, my staff has something of a special relationship with your axe.” He lowered its tip and Paxy trembled in Nameless’s grip. “Apparently, they’re siblings, and big brother here is not at all happy with his little sister.”

Nameless tried to hurl the axe at Blightey, but she clung to his hand.

A black ray shot from the staff, and Paxy threw up a shield of golden light to block it. As Nameless staggered back under the force of the magical attack, the axe’s terror boiled up in his mind. The staff’s assault was overwhelming, and Paxy shook with increasing violence. It was only a matter of moments before her defense collapsed. The shield started to buckle and spin, sending off golden sparks.

“Now, this is going to be fun,” Blightey said, as the black ray bored through. “This is going to—”

“Oi, shog breath!”

Nils ran from the tree line, swinging his sword with both hands. The blade smashed into Blightey’s head and should have split it like a melon, but it only ripped through the flesh to bounce harmlessly from the skull. Blightey lurched under the force of the blow, and the black ray fizzled out of existence.

Nameless charged but drew up sharp as Blightey raised the staff and Nils was thrown straight up into the air, where he hung suspended from invisible hooks. He almost dropped his sword, somehow managed to sheathe it, and then clutched at his throat, face red, eyes bulging.

New skin grew over the wound to Blightey’s head, and he wagged a finger at Nameless. “You like the boy, I can see that. I’m rather partial myself. Now, do be a good dwarf and remove yourself from my personal space.”

“Let him go,” Nameless said.

“What’s he done?” Nils coughed and spluttered. “What’s he done to Silas?”

“Silas is gone,” Blightey said.

“No!” Nils cried. “You’re dead, shogger. You hear me?”

Blightey gave him a broad smile that was all rotten teeth. “I am, indeed, and have been for quite some time. As regards your recently departed friend, it was an unfortunate necessity. You see, the Void is like a bank. You have to make a deposit before you can draw anything out; and we all know how inflexible bankers are with their rules.”

Nameless advanced a step but froze when Blightey aimed the staff at Nils, black flames dancing upon its tip.

“That’s better,” Blightey said. “I’d say your friend has scant seconds of life remaining, wouldn’t you? It’s fascinating to note the little discrepancies between individuals in their death throes. Will they defecate or not? Will they pass urine? Do you know, I once had a chap—”

“Nameless!” Nils made a strangled gargle.

“Put him down, Blightey,” Nameless said. “Now!”

“How forceful you are,” Blightey said. “And yet entirely powerless. I could quite happily have my way with the lad, and you would have to stand and watch. Actually, that’s given me an idea.”

Black shapes shifted at the edge of the clearing. The twelve trees that made up the grove toppled over at the same time. The instant they struck the earth, they became gigantic squid-like monstrosities with scales of polished obsidian. They rippled across the ground to form a wall between Nameless and Blightey. Nils was dangling above their questing tentacles.

“Now, my dear Worthy, Silas, was kind enough to loan me his memories as we passed each other on the edge of the Void. Lucky old me, I say. Nice chap, and utterly malleable. Ordinarily, I’d have kept him. You can never have enough apprentices, and he did show some promise. Anyway, it seems you’ve been on a bit of a trek, a mission of mercy.” He gave a sly grin. “The last dwarves of Arx Gravis, if I’m not mistaken, on the run from a certain Ravine Butcher. I’ll tell you what, let’s spice things up a bit.”

Blightey waved the staff, and Nils dropped on top of a squid. The others coiled their limbs around the lad, knotting their bodies together, until only his head protruded.

“I’ll hang on to the boy while you go save your people.”

“What?” Nameless said, dread starting to seep through his veins. “Save them from what?”

Blightey cocked his head and held a hand to his ear.

Distant screeches rose on the gathering breeze.

“I know this must come as a bit of a shock,” Blightey said, “but I must confess, I introduced some creatures of my own to Cerreth centuries ago. My personal imprint, if you like. Even I find them a trifle unsettling. What you can hear are my feeders. Insatiable creatures that live to feast and disgorge so they can feast again. Tell them what’s on the menu, and they won’t stop until the plate is licked thoroughly clean—figuratively speaking, of course. I’ve suggested they might want to try dwarf flesh.”

Nameless felt panic rise to engulf him. “You’ve sent them after my people?”

“Well, they’re actually coming for you first. Your people are next, but if you’re fast enough, you might just be able to warn them. You still have time. If you set off now, you might give the dwarves a head start. Oh, it’s ultimately futile, but that’s half the fun of it.”

“The boy,” Nameless said. “Give me the boy.”

“And why would I do that?” Blightey’s eyes hardened, and the humor left his voice. “Now run along, dwarf with no name. The feeders won’t wait.”

A rustle made Nameless look behind. The trees shuffled away from the path, inviting him to follow it. He turned back and cried his frustration.

“Nils!”

“Go,” Nils said, gasping like a drowning man, head poking out above the tentacles. “Save them.”

Blightey chuckled. “Yes, do.”

“I’ll be all right,” Nils said, a quaver in his voice. “I ain’t scared of this shogger. Soon as I get out of here, he’s got it coming.”

“Promises, promises,” Blightey said.

“But I can’t,” Nameless said. “I can’t leave you.”

Howl after howl tore through the clearing from the north.

Blightey waved Nameless toward the path. “Don’t worry, he’ll be quite safe with me.”

“Just go!” Nils yelled, as the squid things smothered him with their bodies and slithered away into the trees.

Blightey stood to one side, apparently without a care in the world as the forest began to shake under the approach of the feeders.

And then Nameless was pelting along the path faster than he’d ever run before.

At his heels came a terrible baying—the anticipation of the feeding frenzy to come.

 




FOURTEEN

ILESA

Ilesa rode the gusting wind, banking into a steep turn that swept her into the thunderhead. Sleet pelted her tiny frame, ran off her feathers in icy streams. She corkscrewed higher and higher, letting the currents drive her above the storm.

The twin suns blazed briefly, then slipped back beneath the angry grey. It was all the respite she needed. Steeling herself against the squall, she drew back her wings, dropped her head, and plummeted through the clouds.

The air screamed past her ears, whistled through her plumage, and then she was beneath the muggy ceiling and swooping toward her prey.

At least, that’s how it felt. She had to remind herself who she really was. What she was. It had taken her years to effect the transformation into a bird, and she was finding it all a bit too invigorating. First, she’d gone for an eagle’s form—it was just like her to reach for the heights—but she knew she’d drawn attention, and Nameless had seen her when she’d landed on the volcano. That’s why she’d chosen a crow this time. They were so plentiful in Cerreth, along with the vultures, that no one was likely to notice, least of all him.

The dwarf was a hundred feet below, running for his life. Even from such a distance, Ilesa’s keen eyes could see the sweat pouring off him as his stumpy legs pounded the earth. He was scared, she could tell that for a fact. More than scared: he was terrified.

She glided down into the valley that approached the volcano, allowing herself a pat on the back for taking out the dwarves in concealer cloaks who’d been stalking Nameless, Nils and Silas. They had grown careless. Such arrogance was often a fatal mistake, in her experience.

“The wolf on the hill has nowhere to go but down,” Master Plaguewind used to say. “There’s always someone hungrier coming up behind.”

She’d only ever seen Nameless this scared once before, and that was when he was floundering in the lake with a giant serpent somewhere beneath him. On dry land, he’d happily stand toe to toe with anyone, but take him out of his comfort zone, and he was a victim, just like everyone else.

As she winged closer, she could hear Nameless’s ragged panting, see the flush of his face. He was at his limit, that was plain, but he still kept going, as if all the hounds of the Abyss were on his heels. He was spooked, and whatever had done it was back in the tangled mass of the black forest he’d emerged from when she’d first spotted him.

She’d tracked him ever since she lost hope of finding her way out of Cerreth. The land kept shifting, throwing her into more and more dire situations. But the serpent’s lake had drawn her back when she’d taken to the air. She’d seen its glimmering water from miles away and stupidly allowed herself to hope that Nameless would have returned there to wait for her, that she’d have the guts to face him and apologize for her weakness. For that’s what it was, she knew deep down, but the realization did nothing to dampen her guilt. If the dwarf had been waiting for her by the lake, it would have been so easy. Her relief at finding a landmark in Cerreth had buoyed her spirits, given her the courage to confess her faults.

And besides, Nameless was someone she didn’t need to wear masks around. He was probably the one person she could trust. The problem was, the longer it went on, the more that confidence seeped away like blood from an open wound.

Now she’d finally caught up with him, she wasn’t quite so sure what to do. The Ilesa she’d constructed over these last bloody years, the one that had calcified around the child from Portis, wasted no time taking a firm grip once more. That was the Ilesa who wished she’d been able to leave her so-called friends among the nightmares rising like an angry miasma from the mind of a crazy god.

Her guts flip-flopped into her mouth. She was so close, she could almost touch Nameless. She veered off at the last moment and alighted on a crumbling bank of soil and rock.

Nameless stopped in his tracks, chest heaving, breaths coming in rattling gasps. He took a double-handed grip on his axe, arms shaking with the exertion of his run.

Had he heard her? Sensed her approach?

Ilesa took a hopping step further up the bank. When she looked back at him, he was staring straight down the valley.

Ilesa followed his gaze and cursed herself for being so wrapped up in her own fears that she’d lost sight of her surroundings and the hazards that an assassin of her caliber saw everywhere.

A dwarf was half-running, half-stumbling toward Nameless. He was dressed oddly in a blue robe, long golden hair and beard slick with sweat. The robe was smeared with dirt from the track and…

No, Ilesa realized with sudden clarity. It wasn’t a he; it was a woman.

If she’d had hands at that moment, she’d have slapped herself on the forehead. She’d done it herself at Nameless’s request: turned herself into a dwarven woman, complete with a beard.

There was something softer about this one’s face that gave it away: a hint of roundness unlike the blockish granite features of the menfolk. Then there were the breasts, deeply cleft and in full motion as she approached.

The woman craned her neck to look behind, oblivious to where she was heading. A step away from running into Nameless, she drew up sharp, stared at him with wide-eyed horror, and staggered back. She tripped and landed on her rump, then started to scuttle backward, lips working ten to the dozen but no sound coming out.

Nameless hurled his axe. The woman screamed and threw up her hands, but the axe shot over her head and struck a pillar of moving rock.

Ilesa gasped as the rock sprouted arms and tried desperately to stem the blood gushing from its torso. She blinked, and then she saw. A cloak the same texture and color as the landscape fell away as the dwarf wearing it dropped to his knees, drenched with crimson gore, then toppled over. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords tugged itself free and flipped back to Nameless’s waiting hand.

That was the moment Ilesa should have shown herself, but it was like when she’d tried to dive from the Titan Rock at Portis: she’d balance on the edge, curling her toes, telling herself to jump, and then she’d step back.

She took a deep breath, readied herself for the transformation back into her human form, when five more concealer-cloaked dwarves detached themselves from the rock-strewn banks of the valley.

The dwarf woman looked from them to Nameless. It was hard to tell who she was more afraid of. She made it to her knees then dropped her head in resignation. Nameless stepped up close to her and reached out with shaking fingers. She took his hand and stood, and Nameless put himself between her and the pursuers.

It was stupid, she knew, but Ilesa felt a knife twist in her guts, and before she’d even thought about it, she was spiraling up into the storm clouds and winging a chaotic course to nowhere. The winds buffeted her, carried her away from Nameless and his bearded bitch. She hoped the dwarves killed him. She hoped they killed them both.

Screams shouted down the gale, demanding her attention. At first, she thought it was death cries in the valley below, but she soon realized it was screeching she could hear carried on the wind from afar. Terrible screeching: a banshee’s cry multiplied a hundred times; the baying of a thousand starving dogs. It threw up memories of her brother Davy and the wolf pack that had ravaged Portis. Made her think of Silas and the little shit, Nils, and all they’d been through together. What if they were still out there, lost in the shifting terrain of Cerreth? Not that she gave a shog.

But what if they really were in trouble and no longer had Nameless to protect them?

Like it was her problem.

She wavered for a moment, caught between flapping back down to help the dwarf and his tart, or mounting an airborne search for the runt and the wizard. Idiotic, she knew. They were nothing to her. Ilesa didn’t need anyone, and she certainly didn’t owe them shit.

The screaming rose to a crescendo on the wind, and she sought out the source.

There, through a gap in the clouds, she saw the forest of tar, spread like a bruise on the horizon.

She couldn’t help herself; she rose above the storm and sped toward it.

 




FIFTEEN

NAMELESS

Lightning forked overhead, a drumroll of thunder in its wake. Rain fell in stinging volleys, and through it all, the Svarks came on.

“Cordy,” Nameless said. “What’s—”

A hazy shape streaked across the valley floor. Eyes flashed so close they were like twin suns. A rustle of cloth, a rush of air, and the dull thud of a dagger falling to the earth at Nameless’s feet—a dagger still clutched in a severed hand.

“Shog!” Nameless said, back-fisting the Svark in the face and sending him sprawling, blood pumping in great gouts from the stump of his wrist.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords purred and glinted, pleased as punch.

“Good girl, Paxy.” Nameless patted her haft.

The Svark was halfway to his feet when Cordy slammed into him and delivered a cracking right to his jaw. Nameless grunted his appreciation. For an instant, he was reminded of the stories of his mother, but when Cordy craned her neck to glare at him, his guts twisted and reality came crushing back down.

Cordy gave the Svark a kick to make sure he was out, then she narrowed her eyes and strode toward Nameless, her sodden hair and beard giving her the wild look of a baresark.

Nameless stepped aside, and she kept on going. The air rippled along both walls of the valley.

Nameless flung Paxy, and she lodged in a Svark’s face. The dwarf stood for a moment, frozen in time, then collapsed.

Nameless turned away from the other Svarks, holding out his hand to catch the axe whistling up from behind.

“Cordy, no.” He ran to catch up with her. “Not that way. Something’s coming!”

Cordy spun round, hands on hips. “Yeah? Well it can’t be as bad as what’s behind.”

He knew she meant the Svarks, but her words stung anyway. No matter the threat she was fleeing, or the one she was heading into, the Ravine Butcher was still the worst she could imagine.

Something grey dashed across his peripheral vision, parting the sheets of rain like a veil.

“Oh, for shog’s sake!” Nameless said through gritted teeth.

Paxy arced across the valley and met with a resounding splat and the snapping of bones. The axe haft shuddered as she struggled to free herself from the Svark’s body.

Nameless strode over and wrenched the blade clear. “I’ve had just about enough of this!”

Cordy was off without a backward glance, half-striding, half-running.

“Cordy!” Nameless called, the blood in his veins fizzing as he looked from her to the glimmers of movement behind. “I’m warning you, shoggers,” he bellowed into the storm. “I’ve been holding back till now, but I’m about to get very, very cross.”

A Svark appeared mere yards away, his concealer cloak thrown back to reveal a leather jerkin and a baldric loaded with daggers and darts.

“We’ve no quarrel with you, Butcher. Least not yet. We’re on Council business. Stand aside.”

Nameless took a step toward the dwarf. “Listen, laddie, unless you want to start spitting out teeth, keep the shog out of my way.”

The Svark produced a punch dagger in each hand and gave a cocksure grin. “Mate, you might’ve taken down a couple of rookies, but let me give you a friendly warn—” He swayed aside, and Paxy shot straight past him. “See what I mean, you clumsy shogging grunt.” The Svark launched into a weaving run, twin blades a dazzling blur. “Now you’re gonna learn a thing or two—unnghh!”

Paxy punched through his chest in a spray of gore and settled back into Nameless’s hand.

“Sorry about that, laddie,” Nameless said, as the dwarf dropped to his knees and keeled over. “I keep throwing her away, but she keeps coming back. Must be my natural magnetism.”

Two grey shapes sped past him in pursuit of Cordy. He hurled Paxy on impulse, but she returned without finding her target.

“Great,” Nameless grumbled as he forced his tired legs after them.

He knew he should have gone the other way and warned the rest of the dwarves before their doom was upon them, but he couldn’t leave Cordy. Not after what he’d done to her.

He rounded a bend in the valley and tripped. Paxy went spinning away to clatter against a pile of rocks, and Nameless tumbled head over heels to land with a thud on his back. He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet.

A quick glance behind showed him he’d fallen over one of the Svarks, who was lying prone with his head a bloody pulp, a crimson-stained rock beside him. He caught a glimpse of Cordy’s blue dress and stumbled toward her.

Paxy shook violently, causing a mini rockslide, then flew to his outstretched hand.

Cordy was squaring off with the last Svark. She had her fists raised like a seasoned circle fighter.

The assassin was casting worried glances over his shoulder. He was on his own now and knew the Ravine Butcher was right behind him. He made a weak lunge with a dagger, but Cordy sidestepped and punched him in the temple. He spun away from the brunt of the blow, right into Nameless’s fist. Teeth sprayed out in an explosion of spittle, and the dwarf fell on his rump.

“Shit!” the Svark screamed. “My shogging dagger! I stabbed my bleeding leg!”

Nameless glowered down at him, then kicked him onto his side. The dagger was buried hilt deep in the Svark’s buttock.

“Technically, laddie, that’s not your leg. Never mind, you’ll live. And besides, I’m sure you’re used to a little prick up the arse.”

The Svark whined and sniveled like a child. “Ain’t funny,” he said. “Wait till Grago hears about this.”

Cordy looked faintly amused at the prick joke, but the moment she saw Nameless watching her, the fire returned to her eyes.

“Grago’s going to hear about a whole lot more than how a bunch of Arx Gravis’s finest Svarks got beaten by an unarmed woman and a knackered old lard belly,” Nameless said. “Let me give you a friendly warning, laddie. There are creatures coming.” He pointed down the valley, drawing a nervous look from Cordy, too. “Creatures that live to devour. They’re coming to rip every last strip of flesh from the survivors of the ravine city. I’m…” He stopped himself and met Cordy’s gaze. “We’re going to warn the people, get them out of harm’s way. You, laddie, have a simple choice: learn to hop real quick, or you’re dinner.”

The Svark’s face lost all color. He looked from Nameless to Cordy. “You can’t just leave me.”

“Bye, laddie,” Nameless said as he sauntered back down the valley in the direction of the volcano.

He didn’t look to see if Cordy followed; he could already hear her footfalls.

The wind swirled, carrying with it a high-pitched screeching. Nameless stopped and drew in a deep breath.

“Is that them?” Cordy asked, coming alongside.

“Aye.”

“How far off?”

Nameless frowned and strained to listen. He’d thought they were right on his heels, but the screeching still sounded distant. “I’m not sure, but let’s not chance it. We need to warn the others.”

Cordy put a hand on his shoulder then immediately withdrew it. “But the Council’s not in control anymore. It’s just Grago now, and his goons.”

“I saw.” When Silas had carried Nameless into the sky above the gorge, soldiers had ringed the councilors in, and Jaym had put Old Moary down. “That why you were running?”

“He means to kill us. Oh, he’s passing it off as a trial, but there’s no doubting the outcome. I got away, but the other councilors are being held captive.”

“Well, that’s where I was heading. We have to get to the gorge before—”

“No, not the gorge,” Cordy said. “Grago made us leave there. He said the time for hiding was over; said Stupid had maps that could lead us to our past and to our destiny.”

“Stupid?” What was it the fool thought he knew? Did he know about Arnoch? “So where—?”

“I got away from them in the foothills of a volcano. Grago wanted to set up camp there, explore some—”

“Lava vents?” Nameless knew there had been something about those tunnels.

Cordy’s eyes narrowed, and she sucked her top lip in. She never did like being interrupted. Thumil used to joke about it when she was out of earshot.

She looked away, as if undecided about what to do next. When she looked back, her eyes were moist and her chin was quivering. She opened her mouth to speak, and Nameless braced himself, dreading the condemnation, the mention of Arx Gravis, of Thumil, of baby Marla; but then the screeching came again. It was no nearer, but it still sent chills crawling beneath his skin. He thought of Nils and gave a long lingering look to the north where he could feel, if not see, the cloying malevolence of the forest of tar. He winced against the desire to go back for the lad, no matter the cost to himself. But there was more at stake, more than he could bear to lose.

“I’ll handle Grago,” he said, heading southward. “Come, if you like, but I’ll not make you.”

The Svark continued to whine and plead, but Nameless wasn’t listening. He wasn’t surprised when a pair of sandaled feet joined him on the trail.

He risked a look up and saw Cordy staring straight ahead, no acknowledgement that she was coming, no sign that she wasn’t alone.

Words started to boil up from Nameless’s gut, but they were as ephemeral as gorge flies, winking in and out of existence. He moved his lips, trying to say something, but in the end, only a dry cough came out.

 




SIXTEEN

NILS

The squelching stopped dead.

It was still black as the grave, but something had changed. Nils’s heartbeat was suddenly center of the universe, hammering like the clappers in case anyone had forgotten he was still there. He couldn’t see nothing, and with his breaths all gasping and muffled, he felt like he’d been buried alive. Smothered was closer, he reckoned. Smothered by greasy tentacles that stank like fish.

At first, he’d thrashed about and tried to cry out, but goo got into his mouth and clogged his throat. The fleshy dark had tightened about him, coating him with sticky muck that seeped beneath his skin and left him frigid. A roiling motion full of slurps and belches made him panic that he was being digested but then gave him a strange comfort, like he was once more a babe in the womb kept safe from the horrors outside. And such horrors he’d heard, rampaging through the forest of tar, consuming everything in their path.

A jagged grey line cut across the darkness. Chill entered, a spot or two of cold wetness.

Nils held his breath and willed his disobedient heart to be quiet.

The dark ripped open wider, and a hand reached inside, its fingers long and slender, and with only the barest hint of color. He knew that hand well; he’d seen it often enough scurrying around without a body. He’d been there when it had flopped like a newborn calf from Silas’s mouth; been there when it attached itself to Silas’s wrist after Nameless had cut off the real one.

For a fleeting instant, hope soared, but it was short-lived. It hadn’t been Silas’s wrist at that point. It had been stolen by someone else. Nils had seen Silas’s head collapse and pass into the Void. He’d seen what had emerged and taken over the wizard’s headless body: the flaming skull that grew its own skin, even as he watched. Blightey, Nameless had called it—the creep who’d written Silas’s book: Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.

The hand grabbed him by the collar and pulled him out with a plop. Wind ripped around him, and icy rain beat at his face. The squid-like creatures that had held him separated and wriggled toward the trees, but they weren’t fast enough.

Blightey lifted Nils effortlessly, and together they rose high above the forest, even as hundreds upon hundreds of grey shapes swarmed over the squid things, screeching, rending, and baying for blood.

Nils gawped down at Silas’s rain-spattered boots, which were planted upon a hovering disk of shadow. The wizard’s long coat flapped like washing drying in a gale.

Nils craned his neck so he could see once more the imposter’s face sat atop Silas’s neck. Blightey’s coiffed hair was a wild tangle in the gusting wind, his bloodless face a study in concentration as he looked at the scene below, all the while holding Nils like he might have held a used handkerchief.

“Gurrgh,” Nils said. “You’re choking me.”

“Yes.” Blightey’s voice was a lisping whisper, detached and utterly unconcerned. “Savor it. There are few experiences to rival that of asphyxiation. Some even find it pleasurable.”

The Lich Lord’s pupils were pinpricks of flame that never left the monsters gorging upon the squid things and turning their hungry stares upon the trees of the black forest.

“My feeders are so beautiful, aren’t they?” Blightey said, his grin almost lipless. “Besides the shark, what better example of nature’s inherent cruelty have you seen?”

Nils couldn’t breathe, let alone answer. He tried to focus on the slaughter below, where the death cries of the squid things were drowned out by the ravenous screeching of Blightey’s feeders. His vision was a blur. All he could make out were grey shapes like tall skinny humans with elongated fingers—only three on each hand. He squinted, but his sight was already darkening. He was sure the feeders had no eyes, no facial features at all, save for gaping mouths that looked like they could swallow a head whole.

A voice niggled away at the back of his mind. You’re a useless tosser, boy, his dad said. It was a memory, he knew, of the time he’d been caught burgling the house of Senator Jarus. Right bloody embarrassed me, you did. He winced at the recollected slap. Cold tears rolled down his cheeks, and then he heard his mom sticking up for him like always. Hit him again and you can sling your hook, Buck Fargin, you lowlife piece of scum.

Nils found himself chuckling at the memory. He’d always been her favorite. The chuckle quickly turned to an anguished rasp, and he knew he’d never see his mom again.

Nameless swam across his mind’s eye, which was funny, seeing as the dwarf couldn’t swim. He was yelling something at Nils and gesturing with his hand. Nils obeyed on instinct, reached for the hilt of his sword.

“I once caught an enormous dragonfly,” Blightey said, as he continued his rapt study of the feast below. “Over a foot long it was. Its wings were a kaleidoscope of colors, scintillating flashes of greens and purples. Magnificent creature.”

Nils slid the blade an inch or so from its scabbard, careful not to let the slightest rasp interrupt the Lich Lord’s speech.

“Beauty is always counterpointed by decay, matter by dissolution, life by death.” Blightey gave a peculiar laugh at that, high-pitched and way back in his throat—or was it still Silas’s throat? “I took a sheet of vellum, coated it with honey, and stood the dragonfly on it. It tried to lift off and lost a leg in the process. Then it did something that perfectly illustrated the enslavement of all base creatures to their nature: it tried to eat the honey and got its head stuck.”

Nils pulled the sword all the way clear. His fingers were so numb, he almost dropped it. His breaths were little more than gurgling hisses now, and it felt as though a fist-sized rock were working its way up his throat.

“Then I set the vellum down next to a teeming razor-ant nest. You know the ones I mean? As big as your thumbnail, and with enough mandible force to rip through bone. The first wave got trapped in the honey, but their bodies made a bridge for the others to cross, and then I settled down to watch as they stripped the dragonfly bare. It was, shall I say, a most invigorating experience; one of my first of any consequence.”

With the last remnants of his strength, Nils reversed the blade and thrust it back into the Lich Lord’s fruits.

Lightning ripped through his veins, and the sword spun away into the branches below. Nils choked out a scream as he fell, but his feet struck shadow as solid as rock, and he crumpled onto the floating disk, body racked with spasms.

Blightey smiled down at him, as if he were adoring a newborn babe.

“My dear boy. What did you say your name was?”

Nils tried to speak, but all he could do was grunt. “Nee. Neeh.”

“Knee-knee? No, that will never do.”

“Nils. My name is Nils.”

Blightey’s eyes flickered, and he cocked his head to one side. “Nils. Yes, there’s a certain peasant honesty about the name. Nils it is, then. Well, my dear Nils, it is perfectly understandable for you to lash out at me, in spite of my good intentions. You have not yet seen enough of the bigger picture to realize my friendship. Do not concern yourself, though. A blade so disenchanted, if you’ll excuse my flippancy, is as effective against my borrowed flesh as a flaccid appendage before the most enticing of grease-pots. There are always teething problems at the start of a new relationship, but you must not lose heart. We have all the time in the world to get to know one another.”

Nils felt like a bunch of eels was nesting in his stomach. He clamped a hand over his mouth to silence his chattering teeth.

A crow flapped its way up from a branch below, just before the entire tree began to shake and sink.

“Now my feeders are starting on the forest,” Blightey said. “Devouring the trees from the roots up. Insatiable. Utterly insatiable.”

All around the copse they’d recently been standing in, trees were shuddering and disappearing in clouds of black dust, and as they did, they let out the most blood-curdling screams that made Nils cover his ears and scream along with them.

The disk drifted higher and moved out over the forest of tar, while below, thousands of feeders swarmed over the trees.

“There will be nothing left in a matter of hours,” Blightey said. “I imagine they’ll sleep it off for a bit and then pick up the trail. I’ve instilled in them a particular desire for dwarf meat. It should be fascinating to watch.”

The crow followed the disk upward and to the south, where Nils could make out the smoldering peak of the volcano they’d passed on the way to the forest of tar. It flew closer, as if it were going to land on the edge of the disk, but Blightey glared, and the bird broke off, losing itself in the swollen clouds.

They drifted on until they reached the mouth of a valley and descended.

“Off you hop,” Blightey said, stepping away from the disk and brushing his palms together.

Nils jumped clear, just as the disk vanished into thin air.

“Not my first choice of travel,” Blightey said, “but what better way to watch the feeders at work?”

“Better than them eating us, I suppose,” Nils grumbled, hugging himself and shivering.

“Oh, they have no taste for my kind of flesh, although they might make a mess of this splendid coat. You, on the other hand, would set them salivating.” Blightey licked his lips and gave Nils a searching look that made his skin crawl. “I’m sure I could protect you, but the question is, would you want me to? Everything comes at a price, Nils. Even friendship.”

Nils gasped as the rain ceased to touch him. Warmth seeped beneath his skin, dried his clothes and hair, the puddled soil beneath his feet. A circle of summer had grown up around them, while beyond its bounds, the storm continued to rage.

Blightey gestured for Nils to sit on the ground. With a wave of his hand, he made a fire spring up and seated himself on the opposite side, the flickering flames reflecting off his pallid skin.

“We have perhaps a few hours before the feeders are finished with the forest, and then they’ll need to sleep. In the meantime, I have a proposition for you, young Nils.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Silas here”—Blightey swept his hands down his chest—“told me, as we passed each other in the mouth of the Void, that you are something of a student.”

“I read a bit,” Nils said. “Silas was learning me.”

Blightey winced and held up a finger. “And not altogether successfully, if I might make so bold. I am in need of an apprentice, Nils, and you are in need of a tutor. The synchronicity is undeniable. What say you we enter into a mutually beneficial relationship?”

The way Blightey inflected the last word brought bile to Nils’s throat. “Don’t think so. If it’s all the same to you, I’d just as soon be on my way.”

Blightey pursed his lips and gave a shrug. “We’ll discuss it later,” he said as he snapped his fingers. A picnic blanket appeared beside the fire, loaded with sweet meats, pastries, fresh fruit, bowls, plates, cutlery, and an enormous ceramic pot filled to the brim with steaming broth.

Nils couldn’t stop himself from drooling. He gave Blightey a sheepish look and reached for a bowl and spoon, then flinched when Blightey raised an admonishing finger.

“Masters and pupils only,” the Lich Lord said, grabbing a bacon-wrapped delicacy and dangling it in front of his mouth.

Nils’s stomach grumbled, he was so hungry. More than that, he was starving. He wondered if Blightey was someone he could bargain with. Perhaps if he said he’d consider the apprenticeship…

Something corpse-blue wriggled from the end of Blightey’s delicacy. It was some kind of worm with a head like a… like a thingy, which it turned back on itself, so it could gnaw at its bacon wrappings. Blightey popped the whole thing in his mouth and crunched down hard.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, my boy,” he said with a grease-covered smile.

The Lich Lord’s chewing threw up the image of maggots gnawing their way out of a week-old carcass.

Nils rolled onto his side and puked his guts up. When he’d finished, he saw the crow again, atop the valley wall, watching him with beady eyes.

It cawed, and Nils had an even nastier vision of it pecking at his liver while his body was slowly consumed by a river of fire.

Blightey watched him with an amused grin. With a shrug that said, “Suit yourself,” he turned his back on Nils and continued to stuff his face.

The Lich Lord clicked his fingers, and the patch of summer drew tight around him, leaving Nils outside in the icy clutches of the storm.

That got Nils thinking he’d made a mistake. It was just like those times back home when he’d been sent packing to the yard for answering back once too often, when Mom used to tell him he was in the dog house.

 




SEVENTEEN

NAMELESS

The dwarves had moved quickly; they were teeming about the slopes of the volcano in well-organized groups, setting up camp, building fires, reconnoitering the lava vents with the efficiency of an army of termites.

Nameless followed Cordy up the last twists and turns of a narrow gully onto open ground. He was mesmerized by the roll of her fine dwarven—

He checked the thought instantly. In days gone by, he’d have said it out loud, and she’d have given him a playful thump; but there was no chance of that now. The realization came like a dagger in the guts that twisted mercilessly until he snapped out of it.

“I once knew a girl, Cordy was her name,” he started to sing, before he was even aware his lips were moving.

“What’s that?” Cordy spun round.

Nameless looked up like a child who’d been caught stealing from the beer shelf—not that that had ever happened, of course. “Nothing.”

“Yeah, right,” Cordy sneered. “I heard you. What are you trying to say?”

Movement on the incline ahead distracted Nameless and gave him an excuse not to answer. “They’ve seen us.”

“So what? Answer me, you shogger.”

“It just came out. I wasn’t thinking. I always sing when I’m nervous.”

She took a step toward him and stuck out her chin. She had the kind of look about her that left him in no doubt what she thought. The dagger blade turned into a greatsword. Nameless felt his cheeks burn with shame, and he looked down at his feet.

“Do I make you nervous?”

Nameless couldn’t bring himself to answer.

“Good,” Cordy said. “Then sing some more.”

“Cordy, I—”

She pressed up so close, he could feel the warmth of her breath, smell the sweet musk of her sweat.

“Sing. I want to hear the rest of it.”

There was no more. The words had sprung to mind of their own accord. On a better day, he might have called them inspired, but he knew that couldn’t be the case; he’d not touched a drop.

Cordy’s glare was unrelenting. He felt her willing his lips to move.

He coughed and winced as he said, “I once knew a girl, Cordy was her name; Arx Gravis fell…” His voice quavered, and he felt his eyes welling up.

The tramp of boots on shale insinuated its way into his mind, but he didn’t look up.

“Go on,” Cordy said, her voice cold as steel.

“Arx Gravis fell,” Nameless said again, hoping the right words would come. They had to rhyme. It wasn’t a song if it didn’t rhyme. “And Cordy did the same,” he finished, relieved he’d found something that would tell her how much he’d lost, how much he—

“Is that a threat?” she hissed right in his face. “Wasn’t it enough for you to drench the city in blood?” She grabbed his beard and yanked his head up so that he had to look her in the eye. With her other hand she clutched his wrist and made him raise his axe. “Do it, you evil shogger. I’m not scared. At least then I’ll be with my Thumil. With my Marla.”

She shook so much, Nameless thought she was going to collapse. He wanted to steady her, hold her, but he was afraid his slightest touch would shatter her into a thousand pieces.

A hand clamped down on Cordy’s shoulder, and she gasped.

“Got you,” Kaldwyn Gray said. “And look who’s with you. I might’ve shogging guessed.”

Kal’s face was enclosed in a bronze helm, and he wore a red cloak, same as he had when Nameless was his commander in the Ravine Guard.

A dozen heavily armored comrades pressed up behind Kal, cloaks sodden, shields deflecting a barrage of rain, swords a bristling fence.

They were all new recruits—Nameless could tell just from the way they moved. But what did he expect? He’d sent most of the Ravine Guard to their deaths at Jeridium, and the rest he’d killed himself.

They closed in around Nameless and Cordy in a tight cordon. Kal squeezed Cordy’s shoulder and pushed past her, sticking his face up close to Nameless. Way too close.

“Butcher,” Kal said, no trace of friendship left in his voice. “I knew I’d get a chance to—”

Nameless’s fist hammered into Kal’s chin. “Shog off, Gray, can’t you see I’m talking?”

Kal pitched over backward and hit the ground like a felled tree.

The others paused uncertainly for a moment, and Nameless didn’t miss the opportunity to use his best barrack ground bark.

“Anyone makes a move, and you’ll be getting axe blade for dinner. Understand?”

He knew most of the men: Fror Bellos, Sern Abar, Lampol Drynn. They’d been good, solid working folk, for as long as he could remember. Frequented the same taverns as him and Thumil. They weren’t fighters, and they hadn’t had the time to learn how to be.

They lowered their swords and retreated a couple of steps.

“Now,” Nameless said, not wanting to lose momentum, “I’m taking Councilor Cordana to a very important meeting, and I’d appreciate it if you lads would provide an escort.”

“Uhm,” Drynn said, looking to his colleagues for support. “After what happened… you know, back at the ravine—”

“Make it easy on yourself, laddie,” Nameless said, glowering at the poor shogger.

Drynn lowered his eyes.

“Good. Now, Councilor Cordana, let’s go see our friend Grago.”

Cordy drew in a deep breath, glared at Nameless, and shook her head. But she set off toward the camp all the same.

 




EIGHTEEN

NAMELESS

Grago’s tent stood a little way apart from and above the tarpaulin shelters of the rest of the camp. Nameless could tell it was Grago’s: it was the only one big enough for his head. Not only that, but the way it was positioned at the top of an incline spoke volumes. It was like a lord’s castle, dominating the shelters being set up at the foot of the volcano.

“Sorry, Councilor, you’re not allowed in there.” The Red Cloak outside blocked Cordy’s path with his shield.

“Let her in, Theon,” Lampol Drynn said, glancing at Nameless.

Cordy shoved the shield with her palm, but Theon wouldn’t budge. He was a solid tub of lard, almost as wide as he was tall.

When you’d dealt with grunts as long as Nameless had, the solution was easy. Grunt louder. “Out of the shogging way!” he bellowed.

Theon cringed and shuffled to one side.

Cordy rolled her eyes.

“What?” Nameless said. “It’s better than the alternative.”

“Some choice. Kill anyone who stands in your way, or bully and intimidate them. Sound familiar?”

“That wasn’t me,” Nameless said. “Back at Arx Gravis, it was the—”

“Save it for someone who cares,” Cordy said, before pulling back the tent flap.

Nameless put a restraining hand on her shoulder and preceded her inside.

All he wanted was to sit down with her, tell her his story, and then accept that nothing could right all the wrongs. What was done could never be undone, but he still wanted her to know. He felt his mood start to dip, felt the first leeching touches of the dark, but a strident voice brought him back to the moment.

“Well, well, well, look what the the drunken gods of Arnoch have vomited on my doorstep.”

Grago was seated at the end of a long table made from the planks of a goat cart. Half a dozen grey-robed dwarves sat on each side. They were ringed in by more than twenty baresarks, who stood with tattooed arms folded over their chests and weapons hanging at their hips. Jaym was directly behind Grago’s chair, a huge broadsword slung over one shoulder.

“My, that’s a big one,” Nameless said.

Jaym’s face creased into a mask of rage. The other baresarks drew their swords, prompting protestations of terror from the dwarves seated at the table.

Lampol Drynn and his men filtered in behind Nameless and Cordy. Drynn bowed obsequiously to Grago and coughed into his fist. His lips trembled as he struggled to get a word out.

“Oh, shut up, soldier,” Grago said. “It’s plain to everyone here that—”

Nameless flung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Time ebbed to a crawl as the twin blades spun in a dazzling blur, air whistling past them in a long-drawn-out dirge. Grago’s mouth continued to work in slow motion, but the words never had a chance to form. Clean as a cleaver splitting a melon, the axe divided his face into two segments, which drooped each to its own side in a slurry of gore.

Paxy wriggled free of the remnants of Grago’s skull and backflipped into Nameless’s hand.

“There, lassie,” Nameless said. “Problem solved.”

Cordy’s face was white with shock—a shock that quickly turned to horror.

“That is not,” she started, then covered her mouth with her hand. “Not how we… Gods of Arnoch, you haven’t changed one shogging bit.”

Nameless reeled with confusion, and then it suddenly struck him.

“No, you don’t understand. Grago was going to… You said he was…” Images of slaughter crawled up from the dark spaces of his mind: broken bodies, walkways swimming with blood, heads jammed on spikes, and Marla—little baby Marla.

“You blamed it on the black axe,” Cordy said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I wanted to believe you. It didn’t change what you’d done, but at least I knew Thumil hadn’t been wrong and that you’d had no choice.”

“I…” Nameless said, the word lodging in the back of his throat. It was the black axe, not me. The axe was the Butcher, I was just its victim, he wanted to say; but the reality of what Cordy was getting at had already dawned on him. It hadn’t just been the axe, the false Paxa Boraga. That had simply amplified what was already there, the spark of violence, of evil, that gnawed away at his core like a maggot in an apple.

He felt himself falling, the tent swirling with ghosts from the ravine city.

Cordy’s voice cut through the horror like a lament. “I don’t know you.”

She turned away and her body was racked by sobbing.

Nobody moved for a long moment, then Drynn’s men started to eye the baresarks.

“This ain’t over,” Jaym said. “We’re still in control, even without Grago. Ain’t that right, lads.”

The baresarks grunted their agreement.

“Councilor?” Drynn said to Cordy. “Give the word and we’ll fight.”

Cordy didn’t respond.

Nameless looked up with bleary eyes. He was aware of Jaym’s snarling face, the threat of his thugs. He looked blankly at the Red Cloaks, all trying to appear tough and resolute, but clearly worried about what was to come. Baresarks might have been ugly shoggers, but they were as hard to put down as an angry bear. Even if you stabbed one in the heart, he’d keep on fighting for a minute or two until his crazed brain realized what had happened.

All the strength was seeping from Nameless, and he just wanted to drop to the ground and roll into a ball.

But Nils, a voice cut through the fog. What about Nils?

That triggered a memory of the Lich Lord, his skull settling onto Silas’s body, his sneering self-confidence, and the aura of despair he gave off. Nameless recalled the terrible screeching of the feeders, and that was enough to set his heart racing and remind him why he’d come here.

“You and me,” he said to Jaym. “In the circle. Let’s settle this, once and for all.”

Jaym blinked rapidly. “You’ve got to be joking.” He looked to his comrades and gave a laugh full of bravado. “You seriously want to fight me? In the circle? You are so dead.”

Nameless shrugged. “Then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

The baresarks looked like they were going to attack.

Jaym’s eyes flicked over the tent, taking in his men, Drynn’s, and finally coming to rest on Nameless.

“I think I can hear that lump of meat you call a brain squelching this one over,” Nameless said. “Don’t be ashamed if you’re frightened. I get that way myself sometimes. Tell you what, let’s leave it to the boys to slug this one out. I’m sure you would have given a good account of yourself in the circle, but I guess we’ll never know now.”

All eyes were on Jaym, the tension palpable. The baresarks wanted to be unleashed, but without Jaym’s say so, they would do nothing. Nameless was counting on it. It was better he risked a beating in the circle than put Drynn and his lads in peril. It wasn’t as if the survivors of Arx Gravis could afford any more casualties.

Jaym had a big dumb grin on his face as he shook his head and tried to get the baresarks to see how ridiculous the challenge was.

No one was laughing.

“I already beat you once, Butcher,” Jaym said. “What makes you think you’ll have a better chance this time?”

“Do you have any cotton wads?” Nameless asked.

“What?”

“Something I can stuff up my nose to stop the stench from getting to me again.”

Jaym started to shake. “Why, you shogging c-c-c…” He looked around and caught Cordy watching him. “Coward. I was gonna say ‘coward.’”

“Uh, Jaym,” one of the baresarks said. “How come he’s a coward, if he wants to fight you?”

“Shog off, Garth, you know what I mean.”

Garth furrowed his brows, obviously deep in thought; so deep in fact, that he needed to come up for air with a baffled look on his face.

“It could make me a coward picking an easy fight over an all-out brawl with the lads here,” Nameless offered helpfully.

“That’s it,” Jaym said, starting to froth at the mouth. “Circle time.”

Nameless glanced at Cordy, who was watching him with an inscrutable expression on her face. Did she approve? Did she know what he was trying to do? Or was this further confirmation of what she thought of him?

“Well, I suggest we summon the pipers and have a good old shindig.” Nameless looked to Drynn and his men. “Make sure to tap a keg or two; I’m always parched as a landed fish after a good fight.” He went through a few upper cuts and jabs.

“There ain’t gonna be no after for you,” Jaym said. “If I was you, I’d grab a drink now, because that’s the last chance you’ll ever get.”

Nameless tried to will a bit of good cheer into his heart, tried to thaw some of the stiffness that had crept into his limbs along with the depression. He stole a look at Cordy, but her eyes were already there waiting for him, and still he couldn’t read her.

The last dregs of energy ebbed away like mead from a leaking cask. Nameless tried to face Jaym with a show of bravado, but the baresark looked suddenly massive, his muscles swollen and ridged with thick veins.

Jaym bared his teeth in a grin that said it all—that he knew he had Nameless, and the fight hadn’t even started yet.

 




NINETEEN

NILS

It was pissing it down, and Nils weren’t happy about it. Even less so because not a single drop touched Blightey. The clouds were black and sagging, and the rain pelted everything in sight like the hail of a thousand arrows, but the Lich Lord sat in his pocket of sunshine on a field chair he’d plucked from the air, sipping wine and nibbling on some brown muck in a peculiar shiny wrapper.

Bastard.

Nils was starving.

Blightey took a big slurp of wine. “Why so glum?” He licked his lips and peeled back a little more of the wrapper so he could take another bite of the brown thing.

Looked like shite, if you asked Nils, and from what he’d seen, he wouldn’t put it past the Lich Lord to eat shite. Shog only knew he spoke a lot of it.

Blightey leaned out of his chair and put his hand on Nils’s knee. Right made Nils’s skin crawl, it did, but he still found himself drawn to the Lich Lord’s gaze. Eyes like pools of fire, he had, swirling, demanding, and hungry.

A shift came over Blightey’s face, the merest hint of… sadness?

“I am not so bad, Nils.” Blightey gave Nils’s knee a light tap and withdrew his hand. He continued to lean uncomfortably close—so close that Nils could smell something loamy and musty on his breath. “Chocolate?” Blightey broke off a piece of shite.

Nils turned his head away, and Blightey settled back in his chair.

“Don’t know what you’re missing,” the Lich Lord said, popping the shite into his mouth and running his tongue over his lips.

Nils found himself eyeing the wrapper, stomach rumbling.

“Sure you won’t?” Blightey offered him the last piece.

Nils snatched it and shoved it in his mouth. Its velvety smoothness on his tongue made him sigh. He bit into it and swallowed, licking the sweetness from his teeth.

“Good boy,” Blightey said, sounding every bit like Nils’s mom. He raised an eyebrow, and one corner of his mouth curled into something like a smile. “Quite whets the appetite, doesn’t it?” He was watching Nils like a bird studying a worm.

“Ain’t that wet. It’s not like I’m dribbling or nothing.”

“Whet, not wet.” Blightey enunciated the first like a whiplash. “Hones it to a keen edge; prepares it for what is to come.” He fixed Nils with an unblinking stare, as if awaiting an appropriate response.

Nils had none to give and turned away. His cheeks burned, and he didn’t reckon it was from Blightey’s fiery eyes, neither.

The wind gusted and howled, and in its wake there came a thousand answering shrieks. He winced and tried to screen them out, hands over his ears. It had to be the feeders rousing from their sleep.

“Look at me, Nils,” Blightey said.

Nils shook his head and buried his face in his knees.

“Look at me.” The Lich Lord didn’t raise his voice. Didn’t need to. His words were clipped and precise, and his tone expected obedience. Insisted upon it.

It took forever for Nils to twist his neck round to meet Blightey’s gaze. If he’d had any say in the matter, he’d have shut his eyes, or maybe found the guts to run, but his head may as well have been constrained by some torture device that ratcheted it into unnatural positions till ligaments and bones snapped under the strain.

Twin tunnels of flame probed deep inside him, touched things he’d have never admitted to himself, never mind shared with no one.

Nils started to rock back and forth, and tears of shame streaked down his cheeks, mingling with the snot trickling from his nose.

He was a child once more, back in the cradle, starting at the crashes and the yelling. With a flinch, he was thirteen and scared to look Betsy Cormen in the eye in case she could tell what he did when he thought about her at night. He blinked to make the memories move along, and Blightey’s face came sharply back into focus. The fires flickered and died, giving way to doleful brown eyes, full of concern, full of pity. Just like Mom’s eyes, they were. Or was it Nameless’s? He half-expected the dwarf to slap him on the back and offer him a swig of mead. Half-expected Mom to hug him, ruffle his hair, and dab away the tears. It was the look of a parent who knew everything, every last secret, and yet still loved him for who he was.

“You are forgiven,” the eyes seemed to say. “You are loved.”

Nils reached toward those pools of compassion, straining to touch…

Fire sprang up, and he yelped, snatching back his hand and sucking the heat from his fingertips.

Blightey stood, and his chair and glass vanished in a swirl of dirty yellow smoke.

“I’m disappointed in you, Nils. So much potential wasted, and why? You will not take ownership of your innermost desires. You hide behind mediocrity and the expectations of others. You are like all the other cattle: a slave, rather than a free man determining his own destiny. Silas was the same.”

Blightey ran his hands down his borrowed torso, left them hovering over his groin.

“Couldn’t go far enough. Always fettered by twisted standards of decency. Do whatever you wish, Nils. That is the only law you need concern yourself with. If you are hungry, steal a loaf of bread. If you need money, burgle a rich man’s house. You’ve done these things, or do you deny it?”

“I done it,” Nils said. There was no point denying it; Blightey had seen everything.

Nils shuddered and curled up into a ball, rocking and whimpering, and all the while, the shrieks of the feeders grew louder. It didn’t matter no more what they might do to him. Couldn’t get much worse if they ripped the flesh from his bones. Least it’d be over quickly.

Cold bit into his shoulder, frigid and numbing. He flinched and lifted his head to see Blightey’s bloodless hand resting there like a malevolent spider, a hairline scar circling the wrist. Nils tried to pull away, but fingernails dug into his flesh and held him tight.

“I understand what you’re going through,” Blightey said, releasing him and nodding. The Lich Lord looked suddenly serene, gentle, a kindly old priest granting absolution. He raised a hand as if he were going to give a blessing, but then the eyes flared again. “In the meantime, if you choose to act like a slave, that is how you shall be treated.”

One end of a leash appeared in Blightey’s hand, and the other wrapped around Nils’s throat. It pulled so tight, he struggled to breathe.

Blightey inclined his head and studied him for a long moment, and then the leash slackened off, but only slightly.

“Please me,” Blightey said, “and I shall feed you. Disappoint me, and you will starve.”

Blightey tugged on the leash, and Nils stumbled after him.

The valley walls seemed to close in like a corridor. Up ahead, red-tinged clouds parted to reveal a shimmering heat haze covering the summit of the volcano they’d passed on the way to the forest of tar.

“Like badger baiting,” Blightey said with a thin-lipped smile. “Dwarves scurrying down holes, and in pursuit…”

A sphere of silvery light winked into existence around Nils, and Blightey continued on, tapping the Ebon Staff before him, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

Nils cast a look behind. The screeching swirled down the valley. Pressure built in his ears until he thought his head was going to burst.

And then the feeders poured into the valley and swarmed toward them like a plague of locusts.

 




TWENTY

NAMELESS

It was disconcerting how quickly dwarves laid down tools when there was the prospect of a good fight to be had.

Nameless slammed the head of his axe into a boulder that may as well have been butter. He sat on a gnarled slab of rock that looked like it had been melted from the skirt of the volcano. His fingers played through the new growth of beard that had sprouted from his chin within days of him finding the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Blightey’s feeders could be upon them at any moment, and here he was waiting for bets to be taken before he could slug it out with a dwarf who was as big and scary as he was stupid.

Jaym was over on the flat atop an incline where even now the shield-bearers were assembling, ready to hem the fighters in until one of them lay broken and bloody on the hard earth. The baresark was working up a sweat, squatting down with a boulder clutched to his chest. Each time he stood, he raised the rock above his head then started back into another squat. He was stripped from the waist up, skin glistening with moisture, the hairs on his arms and chest slick and matted. The tattoos etched all over his torso expanded as his muscles filled with blood, swelling so much, the skin looked ready to split.

“’Tis a fool who sits idly by when his would-be killer is training so vigorously.”

Stupid sidled up to Nameless, the bell on his crooked hat tinkling as he shook his head in obvious awe at Jaym’s exertions.

“Two things you never do right before a fight, laddie,” Nameless said, “and one of them’s train.”

Stupid frowned and momentarily looked every inch his name. “What sayest thou? He is bigger than you, stronger, and more fierce. With every new effort he seems to grow. You, on the other hand, languish on your rump like the already defeated.” He crouched down and leaned in close to Nameless’s ear. “Our doom is upon us. You cannot afford to tarry, let alone lose this head-fight.”

Now it was Nameless’s turn to frown. “Head-fight?”

Stupid sighed, as if he were addressing a dull four-year-old. “This is not about muscles and fists; it’s about pride, and we all know what comes next, don’t we?”

Nameless was about to protest. It wasn’t pride that made it necessary to fight Jaym; it was simply about authority and the right to lead. He knew soldiers, knew the kind of thing they respected. He was about to say as much to Stupid, but doubt had already crept in unbidden. Maybe it was a pride thing. What if…? He pinched the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes. That’s what Cordy must have thought. Why couldn’t anyone see? Desperate times called for desperate measures. He was only trying to save his people. Was that so hard for them to get?

“Bigger and bigger,” Stupid said, returning his gaze to Jaym, who was now curling the boulder and glancing at each of his biceps in turn.

A rough cordon had formed around the baresark, the shield-bearers standing at ease and commenting to one another about Jaym’s impressive conditioning.

Nameless wondered if any of them would have stepped into the circle with the baresark? With any baresark?

“That’s just pump,” Nameless said. “Always get that when I lift.”

“Then get it now,” Stupid said. “Look at the size of him! You need all the help you can get.”

“All for show,” Nameless said. “The more he lifts before the fight, the less energy he’ll have. I’d sooner come at it fresh. Could be a long haul.”

Stupid gave him a hard stare then shrugged and stood, nodding to himself as if his worries had all been assuaged.

“You seem rather serious for a fool,” Nameless said, pushing himself to his feet and doing a couple of torso twists.

Stupid eyed him as if he were going to say something profound, but then he stuck a finger up his nose, pulled out a stringy bogey, and popped it in his mouth. “Snot serious, by any standard,” he said with a bow. “Just make sure you don’t lose.”

Stupid moved off with a capering jig, tall hat bobbing in and out of the gathering crowd.

“Odds-on favorite, Jaym the indestructible! Jaym the destroyer!” Weasel’s voice rose above the crowd.

Nameless located him standing on a cart surrounded by dwarves waving their token pouches.

Weasel was as dexterous as a seasoned card player, taking tokens and handing out slips of paper without ever pausing in his banter. “Jaym the god of pain! Jaym the—”

“Fat flatulent git?” Stupid yelled, leaping onto the cart behind Weasel. “Jaym the vacuous. Jaym the ‘I’m so scary to all the women, I have to play with myself.’”

Jaym dropped his boulder and charged at the cart, lifting its front end and tipping Weasel and Stupid out the back. He slammed it down and stormed round the side with a face like thunder.

Stupid gave a hop and a skip and slipped into the crowd.

Weasel slapped Jaym on the arm. “You clumsy oaf. You scattered my tokens all over the bleedin’ ground.”

Jaym turned on him and roared, and Weasel instantly changed his tone of voice to a whine.

“It weren’t your fault, old son, but tokens are tokens, yours as well as mine.” Before Jaym could do anything, Weasel was down on his hands and knees scooping up the dull metal disks that could be exchanged for food, drink, and just about anything else a dwarf could want.

Of course, Nameless had seen it all before, the wagering on who was going to pound who into the ground, the shameless gawping of a crowd of otherwise normal folk frenzied with the anticipation of blood. It was in them all, even the most civilized.

Old Moary was there in his white robe of office and sporting a swollen jaw from where Jaym had hit him. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. The councilor had apparently been quite a handful before the trials and responsibilities of training to be a surgeon had tempered him.

The other councilors were milling about, shaking hands with folk, heads bobbing with feigned interest in whatever they were being told.

Nameless scanned the crowd until he spotted Cordy standing by herself and looking every bit as out of place as he felt. It was her disapproval of the way he’d dealt with Grago that had started the rot. His mind was like quicksand, eating into his confidence and leaving only bitterness and the dark. Normally, a good fight would revive his spirits, but not when she was watching and judging him; judging him for what he’d done to Grago, for every blow he might inflict on Jaym. But most of all, judging him for Arx Gravis, for Thumil and Marla.

Cordy’s blue dress was grimy from the trail and frayed at the hem. It clung to her hips and drew his eye to the milkiness of her ample breasts straining to free themselves from the fabric. The rain had coiled her golden hair into ringlets that draped about her shoulders, and her beard was braided into slender ropes that fell to her waist.

Cordy lifted her eyes, and Nameless pretended he’d been looking at something behind her. He felt his cheeks burning with shame. Where had it come from, that chink in the darkness, that longing to reach out to her and make everything all right?

She was even more lost to him than she’d been when she’d married Thumil. He was a monster in her eyes, the beast who had taken away her family. He had no right even to look at her, never mind hope for anything more. No dwarf woman would welcome his advances. The closest he’d be likely to come was Ilesa, and now even she was gone.

He looked up at the peak of the volcano smoldering in the damp air. The rain had petered out to a drizzle, but there was still no break in the clouds. If he squinted enough, Nameless half hoped he might see Ilesa there watching and waiting. He was sure it had been her before, sure it had been Ilesa who’d killed the Svarks. Why she’d do such a thing was beyond him, but Nameless was way past trying to understand her, or any other woman, come to think of it.

A cluster of dwarves was milling around the largest of the lava vents he’d explored on the way to the forest of tar. Probably sappers, judging by the picks and ropes they carried. One of them headed back toward the settlement, and the others began to lay down their tools and follow.

Even from a distance, Nameless knew it was Targ. The bow-legged walk and stooped back from years of tunneling were a dead giveaway. He wanted to wave, call the old dwarf over. Shog knew he needed to tell someone with a bit of common sense what was coming. Targ was a practical man and seemed well-liked. If anyone could persuade the Council to move the people to safety, it was him.

The odd thing was, Nameless thought, the feeders had been right on his tail when he fled the forest of tar. There was no way he should have gotten here ahead of them, not with his stumpy legs; not judging by the sounds he’d heard razing the forest behind him. But then the noise had died down, and he’d kept running all the same. Had Blightey been toying with him, tricking him into abandoning Nils? Or were they still coming, only taking their time, certain never to lose the scent of their prey? He had to assume the threat was real. Had to get this fight over with and convince the dwarves to flee back the way they’d come. Once they were safe, he’d go back for the boy.

The thought brought an icy chill to his guts. He’d seen what Blightey was capable of in Verusia, and he was frightened. Not that he’d admit it to anyone else, mind, but here, in the gloomy embrace of his inner dark, he didn’t mind acknowledging Blightey scared the shog out of him.

“What’s up, Butcher, shat your britches?”

Nameless started at the intrusion into his thoughts.

Two dwarves were carrying a stretcher toward the fighting circle. He recognized the dwarf on the stretcher from back at the gorge but couldn’t for the life of him recall the fellow’s name.

“Cairn.” The dwarf propped himself up on one arm. “Cairn Sternfist, you shogger. Didn’t expect you to remember. It ain’t like I’m the only one here that wants your blood, but let me tell you, I don’t have a problem with Jaym being the one to spill it. You’re dead meat, Butcher.”

The stretcher passed him like a ghost ship, wending its way through the crowd, until he could see it no longer.

Nameless idly stroked the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sticking up from the boulder its head was buried in. He felt the urge to grip it tight, wrench the blade from the stone and put an end to this nonsense.

Paxy purred in encouragement, but instead, he shook his head and stepped away. Most likely she was right, but the past was a powerful teacher. Easy as it would be to force the dwarves into submission with a display of ancient power, this had to be done another way. He had to gain their respect, not make them more afraid, if there was going to be anything worth saving. If he were to be anything but the Ravine Butcher in their eyes.

“You’ll be all right here, lassie.”

He gave the haft a parting slap. None of the other dwarves could touch her, let alone wrest her from the rock. Either he’d beat Jaym and reclaim her, or she’d become part of the scenery, a mythical axe waiting for a dwarf with the blood of the Exalted to claim her. It would be a long wait; longer even than her centuries beneath the sea in King Arios’s throne room.

“S’right thing to do, son,” Targ said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Been enough blood. Ain’t saying it’s your doing or nothing, but this needs settling the old way: in the circle. It’s what your pa would’ve done. Your ma, as well, if I ain’t too much mistook.”

Nameless’s eyes were drawn to where Jaym was rolling his shoulders and cricking his neck. The baresark started to rip handfuls of hair from his chest, leaving bloody patches where the skin came away. Jaym bared his teeth in a smirk and pointed at Nameless. The crowd started to chant, baying for blood like they always did at these events. If they didn’t quieten down soon, they’d never hear the feeders coming to devour them. Still, Nameless thought, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Better sudden death than the knowledge of what was coming.

“When you’ve finished with him,” Targ said, “come and see me. I’ve got a little something for you.”

“You think I can beat him?”

Targ didn’t blink once. His face was carved granite, his brow a rocky outcrop overhanging twin nuggets of glittering ore.

“Don’t need to answer that, son. You’re Droom’s boy and don’t you forget it.” He gave a last slap to Nameless’s back and ambled away. “Oh, and one more thing.” He craned his neck and narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be wagering a week’s tokens on you breaking that shogger’s nose. Don’t let me down, now.”

Nameless watched Targ enter the crowd and soon lost him amid the pumping fists and yelled taunts.

The survivors of Arx Gravis seethed like a sea of demons. Nameless shuddered. That’s how he’d seen them when he’d emerged from Aranuin with the black axe. That’s why he’d cut them down.

He turned his back on them, tried to force his legs to move. He could still walk away from this, head back toward the forest of tar and face the feeders alone. He had no place here. These people needed nothing he could offer. He’d known it all along: there was no forgiveness for what he’d done; and the way they were yelling at him, goading him to fight, he wasn’t sure he wanted it, either.

A series of shushes passed through the crowd until the foothills grew deathly quiet. Nameless became aware of the immensity of the volcano looming above him, casting its heavy shadow. There was a weight on his shoulders that made him feel stooped like Targ, and his face burned with the shame of knowing he couldn’t fight, didn’t want to.

“What’s up, Butcher, pissed your pants?” Jaym roared.

There were a few sniggers, but the silence quickly settled again like a blanket of snow.

“I’m talking to you, dwarf with no name. What, you need to be holding your weapon to feel like a man?”

There were scattered laughs at that.

Nameless forced himself to turn and look up toward the fighting circle on its natural elevation.

Jaym towered above the dwarves hemming him in with their shields. He unfastened his britches and yanked out his dwarfhood, waving it around until it came to life.

Nameless raised an eyebrow.

“Now that’s what I call a real man,” Jaym sneered, showing the crowd his member.

Nameless had to admit it was somewhat large—but nothing to be dismayed about. He visored his eyes with a hand and made a show of squinting.

“Give me a moment, laddie. Eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

Some capricious instinct rose up and pierced the black dog mood like a flaming arrow. Misty fetters dropped from his limbs, and the blood began to flow once more, building to a torrent that rushed through his veins.

Walking lightly on the balls of his feet, he strode toward the crowd, and a corridor opened up before him. He shook his head as he approached and held up his palms.

“Sorry, don’t get it. Anyone care to explain?”

“It’s his cock, you plonker,” someone yelled.

“A male chicken?” Nameless called back. “What’s he got a chicken for? You hungry, Jaym? Reckon you’ll need more than that scrawny bit of fowl you’ve got there, strapping lad like you.”

A woman squealed out loud at that, and the crowd turned as one to see who it was.

Cordy, standing by herself atop an outcrop of rock, put her hand to her mouth and lowered her face.

That’s my girl, Nameless thought. Fact that she hated his guts didn’t take away from the realization she was still the same old Cordy, when all was said and done. He had to be thankful for small mercies.

“Put it away, laddie,” Nameless said as he entered the circle and the shield wall locked in place behind him. “Spindly little thing like that’ll shrivel up and die in this chill.”

Jaym seemed to shrink as much as his manhood. He fumbled with the laces on his britches and covered himself.

“Show us yours, then, Butcher. Bet it ain’t half the size.”

Nameless swung round to take in the dwarves forming the circle. “You have to watch this one, laddies. Keep your shields up.”

A couple of soldiers sniggered, but the rest glowered.

“Shut the shog up and fight,” Kaldwyn Gray said. His jaw was bandaged and looked decidedly lopsided.

“Did I do that?” Nameless leaned in for a better look, but Kal shoved him back toward the center of the circle.

Something slammed into his lumber spine and pitched him headlong into a shield hub. A series of flashes sparked behind his eyes. White-hot pain throbbed in his back and radiated down both legs. He tried to clutch the edges of the shield to hold himself upright, but he was shoved roughly back into the ring, where he crumpled in a heap.

“Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga!” the baresarks present chanted, beating their chests in a thunderous din.

Nameless blinked and shook his head. Black dots swam across his vision, and then Jaym came into focus, looming above him, boulder-like fist raised to strike.

“Not so cocky now, are you?” Jaym growled through a mouthful of foam.

Nameless wiggled his toes, relieved he could still move them. He shifted his hip and winced as a dagger blade of pain ripped through his spine. He tried to sit up, but Jaym’s fist hammered into his face and his head bounced as it hit the ground.

“Ku-na-ga!” the baresarks cheered.

Nameless could have sworn the rest of the crowd had joined in. He rolled to one side and lifted his head, straight into the path of another skull-jolting punch.

“Shog,” Nameless spluttered, putting a hand to his mouth. “Shogging tooth’s out.” He swilled coppery blood about until he located the offending molar with his tongue and spat it into his palm. “I liked that tooth.”

He narrowed his eyes to see through his distorted vision.

Jaym was all bunched up, a mountain of muscle.

Nameless pushed himself into a sitting position and licked at the gap where his tooth had been. “That was my favorite tooth. My mother gave it to me. Actually, my mother gave me—”

“Shut the shog up and fight!” Jaym growled, and the baresarks responded with another chorus of chanting.

“You cheating coward,” someone heckled.

Nameless turned his head to see.

It was Lampol Drynn, peering above his shield. The dwarves either side of him elbowed him to keep him quiet.

“What you say?” Jaym stormed toward him.

“I said—” but Drynn didn’t get to finish. Jaym ripped the shield from his arm and pounded him in the face over and over.

Nameless got to his knees but swayed as if he’d downed a keg of Thumil’s home brew.

Drynn’s legs buckled, but Jaym held him by the collar and kept punching him in the face. Something cracked, and blood spurted.

“Oh, shog,” Nameless groaned, making it to his feet and lurching. “Someone keep the ground still.”

The crowd had gone quiet, the only sound the thump, splat, thump of Jaym beating Drynn to a pulp. Surely someone would put a stop to this. Surely the other Red Cloaks in the shield circle…

Nameless slapped himself hard on the cheek, but it just felt like a sack of coal slid from one side of his skull to the other. He tried again, then he palmed his forehead. Still Jaym pounded away, bent over the prone Drynn, and no one else moved.

“I once knew a shogger called Jaym,” Nameless sang to the tune of an old folk song he and Thumil had terrorized the taverns with.

Thump, splat, thump.

Nameless took an unsteady step toward the baresark. “Who played an unusual game. He lay on the grass with his thumb up his…”

Jaym dropped Drynn’s limp body and spun round.

“Glad to have your attention,” Nameless said. He staggered to the left but steadied himself by stamping and rolling his head. “I’ve a bone to pick with you, laddie.”

Jaym growled and lifted his blood-drenched fist for the crowd to see.

“That’s what you get for plucking your own piles,” Nameless said.

The baresark roared and lunged, his fist scything in a whooshing roundhouse. Nameless swayed to one side and felt its wind pass in front of his face. Jaym came back at him with a left, but Nameless blocked with his forearm. The impact did everything he hoped it would. Streams of magma surged through his veins, firing his muscles and burning the fog from his brain. And he thanked shog for the blood of the Exalted.

Jaym swung again with his right, connecting with Nameless’s cheek. Nameless rolled with the punch and only felt it smart. He ducked inside and hammered a right into the baresark’s ribs. Jaym grunted and countered with a hammer fist to the back of Nameless’s neck. Nameless went with it and slipped away to one side, raining a combination of hooks into Jaym’s body, and then almost launching himself as he cracked a fierce uppercut to the baresark’s jaw. Something popped and Jaym staggered back.

Nameless followed up with a jab to the nose and a cross to the shoulder. Jaym bellowed and charged, but Nameless sidestepped and cracked him a good one on the temple. The baresark whirled, thrashing about wildly but not connecting. His jaw was off to one side, and blood oozed from the corner of his mouth.

Nameless ducked beneath a wild swing and crunched a fist into Jaym’s forehead, opening a deep cut above the eye. Blood gushed down the baresark’s face, but it only seemed to make him more enraged. Nameless hit him again and again, bobbing and weaving, accepting numbing blows to his arms and rolling with the punches to his head. He landed another clean blow to Jaym’s chin, this time expecting him to go down. If Jaym hadn’t been a baresark, he would have. By the time he realized he should have been unconscious, he could still have ripped Nameless limb from limb. Jaym barely staggered under the blow and responded with a fierce back-fist that sent Nameless reeling away against the shield circle.

Someone slammed a shield into his back. He glanced over his shoulder to see that it was Kal. Before he could say anything, Jaym was coming at him, arms outstretched and groping.

Nameless batted a hand aside and threw a punch, but Jaym got hold of his collar and tugged him in close. Nameless kneed him in the groin, but Jaym didn’t flinch. The baresark’s hands closed around his neck and squeezed. The pressure on Nameless’s windpipe was staggering, and he could already hear the cracking protest of cartilage. He wrestled with Jaym’s wrists but could find no purchase. He stomped on toes, threw an elbow, but nothing seemed to have any effect.

Nameless’s breaths came in wheezy gasps. His cheeks were swollen to bursting point, and his head started to swim.

The baresarks’ chanting was barely a muffled echo from a long way off. On impulse, he allowed his body to go limp. Jaym relaxed for an instant, and Nameless threw himself forward, head-butting the baresark on the bridge of the nose.

Jaym’s head snapped back in a spray of blood. Nameless wedged a foot behind him and shoved. Jaym toppled backward like a felled tree and, at the same time, Nameless launched himself, landing knees first on the baresark’s chest and cracking an elbow into his face. The breath whooshed from Jaym’s lungs, but he didn’t lie still. He swept Nameless from him with a massive arm and lumbered to his feet, letting out a blood-curdling roar and seeming to swell with the sound. Nameless was up in an instant, dancing away and wondering how the shog he could end this.

A keening wail carried on the breeze, and everyone looked skyward, expecting to see some horror among the dispersing clouds. It was a bizarre trick of the wind, or perhaps of Cerreth, like the shifting of terrain that had plagued their journey to the forest of tar. It was hard to tell how close they were, but Nameless knew there wasn’t much time. The feeders had come at last.

“Look back down the valley,” he yelled above the heads of the shield-bearers. “They’ll be coming from the—”

He ducked on instinct, and Jaym lunged past him, his fist finding nothing but air.

“That’s it, maggot-cock,” Nameless said. He leapt onto the baresark’s back and wrapped a forearm around his neck. “We don’t have time for this.” He cranked the choke with his other arm, grimacing with the effort.

Another chorus of screeches cut through the air, but Nameless didn’t dare look. Jaym smashed him backward into a shield, knocking the wind out of him. Still Nameless clung on, even when the shield-bearer cracked him in the back of the head and shoved the pair of them into the center of the circle. Jaym spun around like a dog chasing its tail. He flailed with his arms. Nameless took a back-fist on the cheek that made his eyes water, but all he did in return was tighten his hold.

Jaym put his head down and charged the shield wall, bowling over a dwarf and then turning to scrape Nameless along the edge of the neighboring shield. Something sharp tore open the skin of Nameless’s shoulder, which began to sting like shog. He slammed his forehead into the back of Jaym’s skull. The baresark let out a gurgling choke and pitched over backward, landing with sickening force on Nameless’s ribcage. Jaym followed up with an elbow to the guts and then rolled from side to side, trying to crush Nameless with his weight.

“Hold on,” Nameless told himself through gritted teeth. Hold on and squeeze.

He found purchase with a foot and used it to lever them both over so that Jaym was facedown and Nameless was astride him. He leaned back, strengthening his chokehold, and the baresark gasped and shook. Jaym’s hands flapped weakly against the dirt a few times and then stilled. All tension went out of the baresark’s neck, and Nameless let his head drop with a thud.

He rolled off and swayed as he stood. His head was pounding, and his body was a muddle of different pains. In his mind, he heard the crowd cheering his name, or lack of one, but in reality, the fight with Jaym had all but been forgotten. The dwarves were looking about with wild eyes, and the only sounds were the approaching shrieks and the panicked responses.

“My axe,” Nameless growled, pushing past Kaldwyn Gray and peering through the crowd. “Where’s my shogging axe?”

Kal’s hand fell on his shoulder, and Nameless turned. The contempt had left Kal’s eyes. If anything, he looked in awe.

“Butcher…”

Nameless glared at him. He’d had about all he could take from the shogger.

“Sorry,” Kal said. “I don’t know what else to call you. Look, I—”

“Out of my way,” Nameless said, barging past.

A group of baresarks parted for him like gobsmacked sheep. Nameless tensed but then realized they were completely cowed.

Old Moary was crouched over the prone body of Lampol Drynn, examining his eyes and rummaging through an ancient medical bag.

“Will he be—?” Nameless asked.

“I think so,” Moary said. “Skull’s as thick as a brick, same as his dad’s was.”

“You have to get him into the tunnels, along with everyone else,” Nameless said.

“But we can’t move him until—”

“No choice.”

Nameless forced his way through the frightened crowd. The dwarves were huddling together, asking each other what was going on in hushed whispers. It was the sort of thing that would get them all killed. Had they learned nothing from the slaughter at Arx Gravis?

“Dinner time!” Stupid hollered from somewhere amid the confusion. “And guess who’s on the menu?”

“Where are they?” a white-robed councilor yelled. It was Nip Garnil, looking like he urgently needed the latrine.

Panic spread through the crowd, with everyone asking questions and no one answering.

“Everyone just shut the shog up!” Silence fell like a hammer blow, and all eyes turned toward the base of the volcano.

Twenty feet above, on a knuckle of charred rock, Targ stood with a spyglass raised.

“These ol’ eyes can’t see as good as they once could, but I can make out a shit load o’ nasty-looking shoggers spilling into the arse end of yon pass. By my reckoning, they must be a mile or two off yet. Sound’s probably amplified by them valley walls.”

Nameless caught sight of Weasel slipping through the crowd, clutching a sack of tokens close to his chest.

Stupid’s hat bobbed in and out of sight until he emerged just below Targ.

“Now, I says we do what we dwarves do best and head underground,” Targ said. “My boys have scouted out these here lava vents.” He cocked a thumb toward the openings farther up the base of the mountain. “Grab what you can, but be quick about it, then get your sorry arses up here in an orderly fashion.”

Dwarves yelled protests and questions. Some headed to the tents, while others tussled over packs and provisions. Children cried amid the confusion.

Nameless cut a beeline through them all and yanked the Axe of the Dwarf Lords from the stone. He lifted her high, and Paxy shone with the brilliance of a thousand stars.

“Now, you listen to me!” His voice boomed like thunder, and Paxy flared in time with each syllable. He frowned at the shining blades then continued. “You’ve been told what to do, now just do it. Grab what you need, but make it quick. Then get up to those openings as fast as you can.”

“That is a decision for the Council!” someone cried.

Nameless scanned the crowd until he saw a white-clad dwarf step toward him.

Yuffie the Corrupt, as Nameless liked to think of him. He had a gut like a pregnant donkey’s, and his beard was tied with so much silver braid, it was a wonder he could lift his chin.

“You tried telling us what to do once before”—Yuffie swept out his arm, taking in the whole assembly—“and we all know what happened then, Corrector.”

Old Moary tottered into view, two dwarves carrying a stretcher behind him bearing Lampol Drynn.

“Councilor Yuffie,” Old Moary said, “this is not the time—”

“Oh, but I disagree, Councilor Moary. This is why we have a Council. Why the Council was created in the—”

Cordy stepped out of the crowd. “I agree with Councilor Moary. I say we grant emergency powers…” Her hard eyes met Nameless’s for an instant, and then she jabbed a finger in his direction. “… to the Nameless Dwarf.”

Nameless froze, his mind a whir of confusion.

“I object!” Yuffie said.

“Object this,” Old Moary said, and thumped him square on the jaw.

Yuffie screamed like a child throwing a tantrum. “You hit me!” he cried. “You see that? He hit me!”

Old Moary held his fist up to Yuffie’s face. “Hit you again, if you don’t shut your whining.”

“Well?” Cordy demanded.

Nameless shook his head. “Not me,” he said. “I can’t.” Not after Arx Gravis.

“Fine,” Cordy snapped.

“Are you all as mad as me?” Stupid cried from his perch up on the slope. “He who spoke first speaks most sense.”

“Yes,” Nameless said, looking up at Targ. “The fool’s right. Targ should lead, at least until the people are safe.”

“Gets my vote,” Old Moary said.

Nameless’s eyes widened in surprise. It was out of character for the councilor to be so decisive. His whole reputation was built upon his legendary prevarication.

Old Moary must have read his thoughts from his expression. “Wasn’t always a crusty old councilor,” he said. “I was known for being impetuous in my younger days, and there’s nothing like a crisis to make a man feel young again.”

The rest of the councilors emerged from the crowd, looking as lost as everyone else.

“My vote, too,” Cordy said, and turned on her colleagues, as if daring them to contradict her. No one did.

“Well I ain’t much of a leader,” Targ said, “so I’ll just have to do what comes natural. Councilor Moary, reckon you can organize this rabble and bring them up here without too much squabbling?”

Old Moary straightened up, his joints cracking and popping. “Consider it done.”

“Councilor Cordana,” Targ said, “make sure we have enough supplies for a long haul. We’re gonna need them rationed. Just the essentials, mind. Don’t want no wasted load.”

Cordy immediately turned to the crowd and started collecting volunteers.

“And someone tell those baresarks to bring Jaym along,” Targ said. “I’ve a feeling we’re gonna need him.” He made his way down the slope, while all around the dwarves were charged with activity.

The councilors were in among them, forming teams and issuing orders, doing what they should do, rather than wasting weeks and months on endless circular debates.

Targ stopped at a cart and pulled down a large sack that clanked when it hit the ground.

“Said I’d got something for you,” he said when he reached Nameless, “and I reckon now’s about as good a time as any.”

He reached inside the sack and drew out a chainmail hauberk. The links were well oiled and glistening. There were breaks in the chains here and there, where the armor had turned a blade or two.

“It was your pa’s, son, from afore he took to the mines for a living. Gave it to me when I was down on tokens. Told me to barter it for grub. He was a good bloke, your pa. Best I ever knew.”

Nameless felt a tremor pass through his limbs as he touched the cold metal. He saw a fleeting vision of his father with tears in his eyes. It was the last time Droom had read from the family roll of names, like he always did on Nameless’s birthday—which was also the memorial of his ma’s death. Thumil had been there. Cordy, too. And then he saw Lukar. Poor Lukar, so bright and yet so foolhardy. Lukar who had started all that crazy black axe business and paid for it with his life.

“How come you still have it?” he asked.

“Shame, I guess,” Targ said. “This old armor meant a lot to Droom, I could tell that. Yet he parted with it so a mate could eat. A stupid mate who’d wasted all his tokens at the seven-card table. I made a promise to myself that day, a promise I keep even now. I gave up the cards, and I kept the armor as a reminder. I offered him it back once, but he told me to keep it, give it to someone who needed it more than I did. Well, that’s what I’m doing now. Not only that, I’m giving it to the bloke it should rightly belong to.”

“Thank you,” Nameless said. “This means—”

“That ain’t all,” Targ said, reaching back into the sack and drawing out a horned helmet. “Your pa’s lucky helm. Like the mail, it’s yours now.”

Nameless accepted it and set it upon his head.

Targ slapped him on the shoulder. “Get kitted up, son. Time to prove these shoggers wrong and make your ol’ pa proud.”

A screech echoed along the valley. Nameless held out the chainmail to Targ and took a deep breath.

“Right you are,” he said. “Buckle me up.”

 




TWENTY-ONE

ILESA

Ilesa was tiring, the effort of flying through the swirling wind too much.

Hundreds of spindly, mannish creatures swept through the valley below, consuming anything that lived as they went: plants, rodents, insects. The only things spared were the rocks and the dust—and Nils, who was standing like an island amid a sea of devastation, cocooned in some silvery sphere of light. And then there was Silas, who the creatures avoided like the plague.

There was something different about the wizard. His features had altered so much, Ilesa wouldn’t have recognized him, but for the clothes. He carried a black staff that gave off malevolence in waves, and he held a leash, one end of which entered the silver sphere and wrapped around Nils’s neck.

The lad was pale as a ghost, wide eyes riveted to the raving swarm passing all around him. How the creatures must have appeared close up, with only the shimmering sphere between Nils and their insatiable hunger, Ilesa shuddered to think. They loped like apes, scraping furrows in the dirt with their three-clawed hands; but the instant they sensed anything consumable, they bounded and leaped with preternatural speed. They were vaguely human, but with long gangly limbs and featureless faces, save for the undulating maws that gaped like funnels. It was the mouths that defined them, she realized: the mouths that held your attention and commanded you to run.

Ilesa’s heart was flapping about in her feathered chest harder than her wings beat the air. She needed to land somewhere and rest. Just for a minute or two, enough to catch her breath.

She glided in a wide arc, coming to settle on a gnarled outcrop of volcanic rock high up on the valley wall. Patches of lichen and moss coated the stone.

She was too tired to maintain the transformation, and so resumed her human form in a low crouch, then sat, heaving in great lungfuls of air.

The instant she did, a howl went up from the sea of creatures. They broke away from the torrent in columns and raced up the bank. Immediately, her hands went to her sword and dagger, but she knew fighting so many would be futile.

Down below, Silas pointed up at her, swirls of darkness forming on his fingertips. She rolled aside as ribbons of misty blackness licked at the bank, putrefying the sparse vegetation wherever they touched.

Above the rocky protrusion, the valley wall grew sheer all the way to the top. It would be a hard climb but probably the best chance she had.

The shrill screeches were so urgent, so hungry, they set her ears to ringing and drove all clear thought from her mind.

The first of the creatures was already scrabbling about for a way around the edge of the outcrop. Hundreds of the things were close behind, climbing over each other in their hurry to get to her.

When Silas raised both hands and unleashed ten streamers of blackness, Ilesa leapt from the outcrop, her fingers finding purchase on the barest knob of rock. She grunted at the jolt to her shoulders and quickly switched her handhold as her fingers threatened to let go. She looked up at the dizzying heights and cursed herself for being an ass. How many times had she scaled the walls of some lord or other’s towers so she could slit his throat while his guards patrolled the grounds below? Some had been so high, she’d have been no more than a puddle if she’d fallen. The first rule of climbing, she’d taught herself, was to focus on her hands and look neither up nor down.

She strafed along horizontally, hand over hand, until she found a crack to wedge the toe of her boot in and push herself upward. A loud screech made her chance a look over her shoulder.

The lead creature had climbed atop the outcrop and promptly flung itself in pursuit. It struck the wall hard, flailed about for something to hold on to, and fell, tumbling head over heels into the creatures below. Five, maybe six, of the things pitched to the valley floor.

Silas tugged on Nils’s leash and drew the boy out of harm’s way. Good thing was, it stopped the wizard from getting off another spell.

Turning her eyes back to her hands, Ilesa pulled herself up, shoulders and biceps burning with the effort. She felt about blindly with her feet but could find nowhere to put them. Letting go with one hand, she swung herself to the right, stretching upward and scratching at the rock face until she lodged her fingertips in a crack. She winced at the smarting of torn skin. Rivulets of bright blood trickled down the back of her hand, snaking all the way to her elbow.

The chittering and screaming from below told her more of the creatures had reached the outcrop, and a quick glance down showed that some of them had made the leap and were climbing in pursuit.

She found a thin lip of rock to press her toes against and reached up, seeking another handhold. Curling the ends of her fingers over the edge of a depression, she flexed her arms, but her hand slipped in its own blood, leaving her hanging by the other hand over the drop.

She froze for an instant, staring at the swaying valley floor, then gritted her teeth and swung back, stretching out her injured hand. This time, she found a crack to wedge her stinging fingertips into. She pulled herself to an overhang, threw her leg over the edge, and rolled herself onto the narrow surface.

Her pursuers must have sensed their prey pulling away, as they intensified their screeching and climbed with greater abandon. One clambered over the back of another and launched itself up at the ledge. Fingers curled over the edge, and then the all-consuming mouth appeared, sucking and slurping.

Ilesa looked up, seeking the best handholds and knowing she lacked the strength to make it to the top. And even if she did, these things wouldn’t give up—she could tell as she watched more three-clawed hands clamp over the edge of the shelf. And then the first of the creatures levered itself up.

She caught sight of a vertical crack splitting the rock face just above the ledge. The lead creature leaped at her, but she was already changing. It swiped thin air with its claws as Ilesa flopped to the cold stone in the form of a snake and slithered into the crack. She pressed herself as far back as she could and coiled her neck around to watch. Her breaths came in staccato hisses, her tongue flicking out to taste the air.

Claws scrabbled about at the mouth of the crack but couldn’t get more than an inch inside. The screeches turned to cries of frustration and rage.

Ilesa closed her eyes and prayed that the creatures would tire and leave her alone. She had no idea who she prayed to—maybe the capricious ape-god at the heart of Aosia; maybe the god of the universe the loony Wayists of Jeridium ranted on about. In all honesty, she didn’t give a shog. The act was akin to a message in a bottle, and probably just as effective.

After an age, the screeches grew muffled and distant. When she wriggled to the opening, there was nothing outside.

She slithered all the way out onto the ledge and resumed her human form. Wind whipped up, coming down the valley from the south and streaming her hair out behind her. That was a good thing, she thought, watching the creatures swarming down to the valley floor and flowing past Nils and Silas: she was downwind of them. They surged ahead, their hungry maws turned toward the shadows cast by the volcano at the valley’s end.

When the tide passed, Silas yanked on Nils’s leash and led the boy stumbling after the pack.

There was something different about the way the wizard walked, something poised, almost stately. Whatever had happened to him, the change didn’t look good. He’d aged horrendously, his nose protruding like a hooked beak from his wizened features, and his hair had turned the color of piss-stained linen.

And it wasn’t just a physical change, either. Something had altered between him and Nils. Yes, they’d always ribbed each other in the past, and Silas had made a show of being irritated by the boy, but it had essentially been the relationship of squabbling siblings, with Silas the critical older brother. If anything, they had grown closer during the journey through Cerreth, Silas tutoring the boy, and Nils’s jibes being undercut by an aura of respect.

This new development—Silas leading Nils like a dog—set Ilesa on a train of thought that made her blood chill. This was something she knew only too well, back from when the creep had done such things to her little Davy. Back when she’d been too much of a coward to stop him.

 




TWENTY-TWO

NAMELESS

The opening they’d chosen was wide enough to drive three carts through, side by side. Targ’s reasoning was based on certain signs he’d seen on the stonework—scratch marks that could have been made by anything, as far as Nameless could see, and crisscrossing furrows running down the center of the floor that the old sapper reckoned were caused by heavily laden carts, no doubt bearing tools and construction materials, maybe even rich ore mined in the depths of the volcano.

“Don’t see it myself,” Nameless said as the last stragglers passed into the lava vent, pausing to take in their surroundings, looking half-relieved to be underground and half-terrified at the gathering screeches from behind.

Targ had certainly picked an impressive tunnel, clearly the main vent and the largest by far. It was ridged with concentric circles that ran away into the distance. Stubs and nodules of cooled magma dotted the walls and ceiling like stunted stalactites, or blisters coating the gullet of a fossilized dragon.

“Look, son,” Targ said, indicating a hairline groove cut all the way around the entrance. “Started marking it up, they did. Reckon this was gonna be gated.”

He ran his finger along the track of the groove and brought it first to his nose then his lips. “Been cut with ocras.” He rubbed his hand on his apron. “No mistaking the residue.”

Nameless took a look himself, and sure enough, his finger came away coated with rock dust that was flecked with green. The only race capable of extracting ore from the intractable veins of ocras and melding it into tools was—

“Dwarf lords, my old son,” Targ said. “Maybe they weren’t just legends, after all.”

“I’ve seen them.” Nameless thought back to King Arios’s throne room beneath the waves. “Well, not exactly seen them, but I’ve seen their city, Targ. I’ve been to Arnoch.” Paxy trembled and gave off a low moan.

Targ stared at him for a long moment. Finally, he nodded and clapped Nameless on the shoulder. “Need to get going, son. Whatever those things are, they ain’t far behind. My boys have got this entrance rigged to blow. Just need to put a few finishing touches myself.”

Old Moary shuffled up from the far end of the tunnel, switching a rusty hatchet from hand to hand.

“You should see this place,” he said. “Goes right back, deep in the heart of the volcano, and there’s a steady gradient.”

“Down to the roots, no doubt,” Targ said. “Following the course of the lava.” He gave a thoughtful look.

“What is it?” Nameless asked.

“Just hope we can get out the other end.”

Nameless’s heart skipped a beat, and it felt like the ceiling was pressing down on him.

“Just joshing, son.” Targ winked and gave a throaty laugh. “I got a hunch these here tunnels have been worked considerably and won’t be leading to no dead end. Besides, if they do, we’re dwarves, ain’t we? We’ll just dig our way out the back. Might take a few years,” he added. “And I suppose we might starve to death. No, like I was saying, this has the feel of dwarven engineering about it. Who knows, perhaps the vents follow a stream of ocras all the way back to a city made of gold. Come on, son, no more glumness. Let’s you and me get these folk to safety. Just need a few minutes to run my fuses and check them charges.” He indicated the walls ten foot back from the opening, where holes had been bored into the rock at intervals of a foot or so.

Nameless thought back to the gorge, when he’d been chained to the wall with charges set all around him. Targ had been kind enough to him then, but with hindsight, it was like the kindness of a farmer sharpening his blades so that when he slaughtered a favorite pig, it didn’t feel much pain. He shook his head, not wanting to go there. Targ was as good as they came, but just like the rest of the citizens of Arx Gravis, he was a stickler for law and duty, bound to service in the name of the greater good. At times it seemed the dwarves functioned as one body, and when parts didn’t do as they were meant to, they got lopped off—Nameless caught Old Moary eyeing him, apparently waiting for him to say something—or surgically removed.

“… punch to your head rupture your eardrums?” Old Moary said in an unnecessarily loud voice. “I said, we should guard the entrance while Targ finishes off.”

Nameless pinched the bridge of his nose. There was too much to think about: what had happened at the gorge, Arx Gravis, the coming feeders; and then there was the matter of Nils being in the clutches of Blightey; and somewhere, deep down the other end of the tunnel, Cordy and all that she implied.

“Got any mead?” he said in a voice that sounded muffled and distant in his head.

“Never without it.” Old Moary pulled a flask from his robe pocket and took a swig before handing it to Nameless. “Only thing that makes Council meetings bearable.”

Nameless gulped some down, relishing the honeyed aftertaste. His arm felt leaden lifting the flask, and when he looked, it was covered with yellowish bruises. “But I thought—”

“Thought I was a boring old codger who’d take six hours deciding which socks to wear?”

“Socks?”

Old Moary hitched up his robe to better display his thick woolen socks, one grey, the other brown, encased in cracked leather sandals.

Nameless winced as shooting pains lanced through his spine. He put his fist into the small of his back. Jaym had caught him good there, and now the battle-lust had worn off, he was suffering the consequences.

“My little rebellion,” Old Moary said, accepting the flask back and returning it to his pocket. “None of us on the Council has much freedom for any sort of decision making, least not anything that would break with tradition. Once you realize that, it’s easier to just settle in and enjoy the endless discussions that lead nowhere and achieve nothing.”

Nameless sucked on his front teeth. That’s what Lukar had been so frustrated with. Nothing ever changed. Year in, year out, just the same old stagnant society, too afraid to act in case they repeated the errors of the past.

“Well, this ain’t one of your Council meetings now,” Targ said. “I got a dozen more charges to check and fifty yards of wire to play out. Sound of things out there, I’ll get halfway through the first, and then my arse’ll be mincemeat.”

Nameless strode to the entrance with his axe over one shoulder. “How long do you need?”

“Ten shakes of a cat’s knackers,” Targ said, and continued poking about in the holes his sappers had made.

Echoing footfalls announced the arrival of more dwarves from down the tunnel. Kaldwyn Gray came to attention before Old Moary but then sidled up to Nameless at the tunnel mouth. He’d brought with him a couple of hard-looking shoggers and a bruised and battered Jaym. The baresark’s head was lowered, and he leaned on the hilt of his enormous broadsword.

“Councilor Cordana sent us,” Kal said. “She’s got most of the community in a cavern about quarter of a mile in. We’re to hold the entrance till Targ can do his stuff.”

There was movement below in the mouth of the valley, and Nameless stepped out onto the ledge in front of the tunnel to get a better look.

He squinted, but the shapes spilling out onto the base of the volcano were little more than blurs. It made him wish Nils was there with his sharp eyes. If the lad was still alive. The lad may as well have been an ocean away, what with being on the other side of the horde. What Blightey would do to him, Nameless could only imagine. Back in Verusia, he’d first seen the Lich Lord’s castle through a forest of impaled victims. And yet he couldn’t help thinking they had been the lucky ones, the ones who’d escaped Blightey’s more intimate attentions in the torture chamber where Nameless and his companions had finally confronted him.

“Listen,” Kal said, joining him on the ledge. “Back at the circle—”

“I know. Impressive, wasn’t it?” Nameless couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.

Kal had always been a good soldier, loyal to a fault. He’d looked up to Nameless when they served together—you might have said worshipped him. Perhaps that was why he’d taken the butchery back at Arx Gravis so much worse than the others. They were scared and angry, without a shadow of a doubt, but with Kal, it went much deeper. For him it was a personal betrayal, although nothing compared with what Cordy must have felt.

“I just wanted to say—”

“Idols with clay feet can’t be rebuilt, laddie. Nor should you try.”

Kal rubbed his bandaged jaw and winced. His eyes roved to the scene below, where hundreds of grey shapes swept toward the volcano. “Think Targ can do it in time?”

“Course I can do it, son,” Targ yelled from inside the tunnel. “That’s if you and your boys can hold the fort for a couple o’ minutes.”

The two dwarves Kal had brought with him stepped out onto the ledge. One carried a massive shield that seemed to have been molded from solid iron. It bore the telltale dimples of where it had been hammered back into shape after taking a beating. If it encumbered him any, the dwarf didn’t show it, but his shield arm was about half the size again of his other, the muscles full and rounded, crisscrossed with blue veins. A flanged mace hung from a leather belt cinched tightly beneath his overhanging belly. There was something familiar about him, but also something different.

The other was lean for a dwarf, and much older. His ginger-grey beard barely covered his neck and was braided into a trident. He had a bronze buckler strapped to one arm and carried a viciously curved dagger.

“Shog me,” he said, gawping at the feeders scaling the slope on all fours, scampering hand over feet, mouths flaring wider than their faces and emitting their blood-curdling howls. “There’s no end to them.”

Nameless put a hand on his shoulder and frowned. “You up to this, laddie?”

“Grok,” the dwarf said, moistening his lips. “Name’s Grok.”

“Grok the Garrote?” Nameless asked. The infamous assassin who’d spent a decade in the ravine city’s deepest dungeons.

“The same.” Grok patted his belt. “Ain’t got no wire no more, though. Thinking of changing my name.” He held the dagger to his face and leered at it.

“Shouldn’t you be locked up somewhere?”

“Shouldn’t you?” Grok retorted, his eyes slits that looked Nameless up and down, as though he was planning where to stick his blade.

Nameless felt a stony calm descend. He fixed Grok with a stern look, but the assassin’s eyes flicked this way and that so much, you could hardly call it eye-contact. Grok sniffed and shrugged off Nameless’s hand so he could get a better look over the edge.

The dwarf with the enormous shield held out his hand, and Nameless grasped the wrist. “You remember me?”

Of course! Thumil had assigned him to Cordy as her bodyguard, back before things had gone so horribly wrong. “Aye, I remember,” Nameless said. “Duck.”

“It’s what they say when I swing this,” Duck said, unhooking his mace and holding it aloft.

“Aye, I remember that, too,” Nameless said, rubbing his jaw. When he’d become the Butcher and rampaged through the ravine, he’d come that close to killing Kal when someone had called out “Duck!” and he’d turned right into the path of a walloping blow from that mace. And the second time, when he’d come within an inch of slaying Cordy, Duck’s shield had got in the way. Nameless forced himself not to think any more on it. Cordy and Duck had survived, barely. Baby Marla hadn’t.

“Real name’s—”

“No,” Nameless said. “Don’t tell me. Duck’s the lad for this job, I reckon.”

Nameless looked up, straight into the eyes of Jaym. The baresark’s jaw was lopsided and purple, and it looked as though he’d got an apple lodged in his cheek. Both eyes were black, and his nose was crooked—which would make Targ’s day.

Jaym opened his mouth to speak, winced, and shut it. He put a palm beneath his chin, squeezed, and then thrust upward. There was a pop and a crack, but no scream, only a defiant growl. He rolled his head while doing a fish impression with his mouth, then tried again. “You… You… You…”

“Me. Yes, I think I get that part.”

“Nameless,” Kal said, “he’s trying to—”

“Put a boot in it, Kal. Let the man speak.”

Jaym’s chest expanded as he drew in a massive breath. “You won, Butch… Nameless. Fair and square.”

“Shrewd of you to realize, laddie. And your point is?”

“Like I was saying,” Jaym said. He gritted his teeth and turned his head away.

“I tell you, he’s trying—”

“Shut it, Kal,” Nameless said. “I know what you’re up to, Jaym, and there’s no need. I’m not interested in supplanting you as top dog. The baresarks are yours to lead, and I don’t see any of them challenging you, either. No shame in coming off second best in a fight. You’re as tough as they get, and right now, I need you to focus on what’s coming up the mountain, not on your bruised ego.”

The howls and screeches suddenly grew to an ear-splitting din as a score of feeders crested an overhang and bounded with rabid fury up the last of the incline.

“If you pricks have finished,” Grok snarled over his shoulder, “it’s time to kill, assuming you got the balls for it.”

Jaym responded with a savage growl. The look he gave Grok would have cowed almost anyone, but the assassin just bared his teeth and stared daggers straight back at him.

Duck strode to the edge and began beating his mace against his shield. The resounding clangs punctuated the cries of the feeders like a sonorous death knell.

More of the creatures spilled into view, and then they stopped, upward of fifty of them clinging to the rock face with their claws, funnel-mouths quivering with anticipation.

“That told ’em,” Duck said. “Reckon if we shout loud enough, they’ll turn tail and bugger off back where they came from.”

“In Arnoch where dwarves ruled supreme,” Nameless bellowed the words of the Song of Founding. “There lived a king without a queen.”

The feeders swayed in unison, a wave poised to break at any moment. More of them clambered up from the overhang and waited.

Old Moary joined in the song and slapped Kal on the back until he started mouthing the words.

“His arm was thick, his beard was long, he forged an axe to smite all wrong.”

“Yeah, and got his throat ripped out,” Grok made a slicing gesture with his finger, “for pissing me off with his shogging song.”

Nameless made a show of rubbing his beard and looking between Old Moary and Kal. “No, no, no. Too many words, laddie. It’s all in the meter. Feet and stresses. Listen: ‘His legs like trees, his gut like lard, he shogged his foes and shogged them hard.’”

“Don’t want to ruin your education, Grok,” Duck said, “but I think they’re getting ready to—”

“SHOG!” they all cried in unison, and at the same time, the feeders screamed and surged toward them in a mass of claws and teeth.

Duck smashed his shield into the first of them, knocking it into a clot of feeders coming up behind.

Jaym bellowed something incomprehensible and powered in among the creatures, cleaving left and right with his massive blade.

Kal yelled, sword dancing a dazzling blur.

Nameless was dimly aware of Old Moary chopping away with his hatchet, but then he saw the threat to Duck’s flanks and charged, shearing a feeder’s head from its shoulders. Black blood spurted out of the neck, and then the body was dragged back by more of the creatures and ripped to shreds.

Nameless glanced to his right, where Grok was stabbing and slashing with demonic fury. The assassin’s face was awash with blood, some of it red, but much of it black. He screamed almost gleefully as his dagger bit into flesh again and again.

There was a rush of grey, and Nameless whirled around, crashing his axe through a groping arm, sending it twitching to the ground. Razor-sharp teeth snapped at him, but Duck’s shield slammed them aside. Talons raked Nameless’s back, stopped only by the links of his pa’s chainmail.

“Back!” Targ yelled above the ocean of noise. “Pull back!”

Nameless chopped left and right with wild abandon, clearing a path. Moary stumbled away from the mass of feeders, robe rent in several places and soaked in blood, most of it his own. His face looked ashen, and his breaths came in ragged gasps. Duck took him behind the shelter of his shield and they withdrew together.

A screech from behind had Nameless turning, expecting to have his face ripped off, but Kal’s blade exited the feeder’s mouth like a steely tongue.

“Come on,” Kal said. “Let’s go.”

Wave after wave of feeders crashed against the ledge, where Jaym and Grok stood against them like gods of rage. Black blood sprayed until the ground grew slick with it, and the baresark almost lost his footing. Feeders swarmed around them, cutting off their retreat. Nameless saw Grok spin behind Jaym, and the two fought furiously, back to back.

“With me,” Nameless commanded, and Kal obeyed.

Together, they pressed into the sea of slavering fangs and slashing claws, hacking, punching, kicking until they reached Grok and Jaym. The assassin was drenched in black gore and spattered with crimson, but he showed no signs of weakening. He gutted a feeder to his right, and when another took the opportunity to pounce from his left, he bashed it full in the face with his buckler.

“Retreat!” Nameless roared above the screeching.

“Shog off,” Grok snarled. “We have ’em, I tell you. Bastards!” He punched his dagger through the roof of a feeder’s mouth, up into its brain—assuming it even had one.

Three of the creatures threw themselves at Jaym, gouging his skin and hanging there so they could rip into him with their teeth. The baresark screamed his fury and thrashed around, trying to dislodge them. Nameless grabbed one by the arm and yanked it clear. It turned on him but found an axe blade wasn’t good to eat. Kal skewered another, and then Jaym got the last by the throat and squeezed with one hand while smacking the crowding creatures back with his sword.

“Ten!” Targ yelled from back in the tunnel.

Teeth bit into Nameless’s shoulder, snapping a link in his mail. He cracked Paxy’s haft into the feeder’s skull, and the creature dropped.

“Nine!”

“What the shog?” Grok said.

More feeders poured onto the ledge. They climbed over each other in their desperation to taste flesh.

“Eight!”

Something about the urgency in Targ’s voice smashed through the fog of battle, and Nameless cursed himself for a stupid shogger.

“Run!” he bellowed, and charged headlong through the outflanking feeders with Kal in tow.

Duck and Old Moary had made it, by the looks of things, which left only—

Jaym hurtled into him, Grok slung under one arm.

Nameless snatched hold of Kal’s cloak, and the four of them tumbled through the tunnel entrance to land in a heap at Targ’s feet.

“Ah, shog it,” Targ said. “Detonate!”

He pressed down on a plunger, and a concussive blast shook the mountain.

The feeders’ screeching crescendoed, and then the ceiling collapsed on top of them in an avalanche of rocks and dust.

 




TWENTY-THREE

NILS

There was a muffled boom that made Nils’s heart leap into his mouth. His first thought was that the volcano was erupting. He slipped on a slick rock and the only thing that stopped him falling on his arse and cracking the back of his head was the tightening of the leash about his neck. Blightey held the other end effortlessly, suspending him like a grisly puppet.

The Lich Lord was staring up the volcano, to where the tunnel the feeders had been swarming into was supposed to be. Smoke rose in spiraling plumes above a tumbling, clattering sea of rock that scattered the creatures before it.

Nils tried to get his fingers between the leash and his skin, but it had already cut too deep. His eyes felt ready to burst from their sockets, and he choked and gasped like a fish on the hook. The peak of the volcano swayed above him, and his guts swilled up into his throat, bottlenecked by the constriction.

Blightey swung the Ebon Staff toward him, fingers of chill mist roiling from its tip and numbing his flesh where they touched. Nils kicked about wildly, legs seeming like they had a life of their own, feet an inch off the ground. The staff shuddered, and Nils could have sworn he heard it slurp.

“It senses the nearness of death,” Blightey said. He let the leash run through his fingers, and Nils pitched to his hands and knees. “Yours mostly, but also that which lies ahead.”

Nils glanced up at the feeders clambering over the settling rubble, half-expecting them to turn toward him with those huge gobs hungering for his flesh. Good thing was, the silver sphere still surrounded him, and the feeders paid him no heed.

“That noise…” He rubbed his throat and coughed. “What was it?” He’d seen the flash of blades in the tunnel mouth but couldn’t make out who was wielding them. Then, all of a sudden, boom.

Blightey worried his lip and shrugged. “Resistance, I’d say. The dwarves must have blown up the entrance.” He turned away and yanked on the leash.

Nils cried out as the knees of his britches tore, the skin beneath shredded by a jagged rock.

The Lich Lord let out a sigh of pleasure. It was enough to make Nils clamp his mouth shut. He weren’t gonna give the shogger nothing he didn’t have to. His eyes watered with the pain, and hot blood oozed down his neck from where the leash continued to bite. With a staggering lurch, he got one foot under him, then the other, and managed to stumble closer to Blightey, so the leash had a bit more slack.

The Lich Lord tapped the base of the Ebon Staff against the ground. Nils’s heart thudded in time with the raps then picked up pace as he waited for… he didn’t know what. A slap? A punch? That’s what he’d have gotten from his dad, if he’d done wrong. Only, he hadn’t, far as he could see. He hadn’t done nothing. He wanted to protest to Blightey, open his mouth and whine like he’d done as a kid, “It weren’t me. I didn’t do nothing. It ain’t fair.” But what would be the point? One thing was becoming clear: Blightey weren’t interested in fairness, and more’n likely the whining would give him some kind of pervy thrill.

Nils thought back to Nameless standing still as a statue outside the Grinning Skull, just before the wizard, Jankson Brau, tried to kill them. Didn’t matter how hard the rain pelted, how fierce the wind blew, the dwarf just stood there and took no notice. Perhaps if he did the same, didn’t do nothing, not even make a sound, Blightey would grow bored with him, maybe even let him go.

Blightey turned back to face Nils. For an instant, the Lich Lord’s eyes smoldered like hot coals, but then they faded to doleful brown, and the sternness of his face relaxed into a kindly smile.

Nils grew painfully aware of his need to piss and winced with the effort to hold it in.

“Exciting, isn’t it?” Blightey said, as if he were talking about some childish game. “The hunt, I mean.”

Nils said nothing.

“Oh, Nils, but I’m doing it for you.” Blightey stepped in close and held his splayed fingers before Nils’s face, as if he meant to stroke him, or pluck out his eyes. “Do you have fox hunting here? No, of course you don’t, silly me. It was once a passion of mine, but like so many entertainments, it loses its appeal over time. When you’ve lived as long as I have, everything grows dull, and you have to keep probing, pricking away at things to elicit anything like a pulse.”

He withdrew his hand and patted his chest above the heart—Silas’s heart. Got Nils wondering if it was still beating.

“Tell me, Nils,” Blightey said, the glint of expectation in his eyes, “what gets you going? What is it that makes you feel alive?”

Nils stared straight ahead, as if he hadn’t heard.

“Is it pleasure?” Back came the hand, this time a little too close to Nils’s crotch.

For a second, Nils thought the shogger was gonna touch him there. If he did, that would be the time to let his bladder go. He wouldn’t stand for that, no way. No shogging way.

“Perhaps it is pain.” Blightey walked a tight circle around Nils, looking him up and down and smacking his lips.

Nils felt like a slab of meat being appraised by a butcher. Any second now, he expected a knife to slice into him, a cleaver to fall.

“So, Nils, you don’t approve of my dwarf hunt? Just give the word and I’ll call it off. It’s your choice. You are the one in control.”

Nils opened his mouth to say something but swiftly shut it again. He weren’t falling for that. Better to keep quiet and take what was coming.

“I like a man to tell me what he thinks.” A harder edge had crept back into Blightey’s voice. “I like a man who commands his own destiny, at least up unto a point.” He came round to the front and brought his face close to Nils’s. His breath smelled of rot and mildew. “What do you think, Nils? Should we pursue the dwarves, or should we let them live?”

“Leave them be,” Nils blurted out. “They ain’t done nothing.”

“Would you say the same thing to a plague? To an earthquake? Death is inexorable, Nils, and life is inherently cruel, or do you disagree?”

Nils had thought a lot about such questions lately, what with studying Nameless’s Lek Vae. Most of it made no sense to him, but he reckoned it was right about one thing.

“All life is good,” he said.

“Ah…” Blightey nodded and backed away a little. “But where does it come from, this goodness? Chance or a benevolent creator?”

“The Way?” Nils suggested.

Blightey grinned. “Have you any idea what the Way is?”

Nils unshouldered his pack, pulled out the book and started thumbing through it.

“Oh, put it away,” Blightey said, and Nils did as he was told. “I am intimately acquainted with the Lek Vae. The Way and I were once close, a long time ago. A very long time. Come on, let’s see what the hold up is.”

Nils was led stumbling and tripping over loose rocks and in between boulders. His knees burned with the effort of the climb, but Blightey could just as well have been taking a gentle stroll.

They stopped some fifty-odd yards below the rock fall. The feeders massed around it were peculiarly quiet, but from up ahead, the muffled thud and clatter of falling rubble could be heard.

Blightey slammed the heel of the Ebon Staff into the ground, and it immediately sprouted roots and stood like a lightning-struck tree. He tied the end of Nils’s leash to its trunk.

“I’m afraid, if you try to leave, my staff here will turn you into a pool of pus. In the grand scheme of things, that might not make much difference, but I can’t help feeling it would be a great shame. You have potential, Nils. Just be patient, and we will unleash it together.”

Blightey glided up the slope with unnatural quickness, feet barely touching the ground. The feeders parted to let him through then closed up behind him.

Nils sank down on his haunches. The leash pulled tight, stopping him from sitting, but squatting was somehow better than standing.

He could feel a steady thrum in his bones, too low to be heard, but tangible all the same. It seemed to be coming from the Ebon Staff. Waves of sickness rolled through his guts.

As he looked up at the staff, the ground lurched, and Nils had to throw out a hand to steady himself. The leash started to choke him once more, forcing him to stand, and immediately the nausea passed.

He was startled by the flutter of wings close to his ear. He swatted on instinct, and a crow back-flapped out of harm’s way.

It settled on the ground then hopped towards him. Nils kicked at it and lost his footing. He hung twirling from the leash.

Something struck him in the fruits, and he gasped so loud he thought he’d spewed his innards.

Sweet musk filled his nostrils as slender hands pulled him back on his feet, and he found himself staring into the most unnerving green eyes.

“Ilesa?” he squeaked, holding his screaming nuts. It occurred to him to keep his voice down, in case the staff had ears. “Ilesa, but I thought…”

“Thought what?” she said. “Thought I’d cleared off and left you? Well maybe I should.”

She turned, and already feathers were sprouting from her arms as she began to shrink.

“No!” Nils said.

She looked at him over her shoulder. Nils couldn’t tell if her smile was mocking or one of relief that he didn’t want her to go. He couldn’t help himself, gave her a once over. She still wore the same figure-hugging leather, but she looked different somehow.

“You lost weight?”

Ilesa patted her flat belly then noticed that Nils’s eyes had strayed to her equally flat chest. “No point flaunting what you don’t plan on using,” she said with a sneer.

Nils’s cheeks burned, and he looked away. “Got anything to eat? I’m starving.”

“Nothing you can afford,” Ilesa said. “Come on, child. I’m not liking the look of those things up there.” She nodded toward the feeders then took hold of the leash near his neck and drew her dagger.

“No.” Nils grabbed her wrist. “Don’t cut it. The staff will turn me into a puddle of pus.”

Ilesa shrugged. “So? It’s not like anyone will tell the difference.”

“Seriously!” Nils said. “That’s what he said.”

“Yeah, well Silas says a lot of things that aren’t true. Anyhow, what’s up with his face? One of his withering dung spells backfire on him?”

Nils looked nervously up at the feeders packed together on the slope. The wind must have been blowing in the other direction now, because none of them was facing their way.

“It ain’t him, Ilesa. Silas is dead. It’s Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord.”

“The creep Silas was studying?” Ilesa sobered in an instant. “But I thought he was dead.”

“Yeah, well try telling him that.”

Ilesa frowned and looked from Nils to the feeders, her eyes finally coming to rest on the Ebon Staff.

“This what he was after?” She reached out a hand to touch it but withdrew her fingers, as if she’d stuck them in a pile of shite. “What the shog’s he want something like this for? It’s… It’s…”

“That’s why you have to get out of here. There ain’t nothing you can do. Nameless knew that. Blightey’s too strong.”

“So,” Ilesa said, “I cut you loose and the staff spells you?”

Nils swallowed.

“And this Blightey shogger is coming back for you?”

“I guess.”

“Good,” Ilesa said, running a finger along the edge of her dagger. She started to change again. This time, scales began to appear on her arms, and her neck grew long and sinuous, even as she shrank.

“No,” Nils said. “Stop. Wait.”

Ilesa sighed and returned to normal. “What?”

“You can’t hurt him. I’ve already tried. Only thing that’s done any good so far is Nameless’s axe.”

“So, he’s vulnerable to enchanted weapons,” Ilesa said. “Which does us a fat lot of good. Wait, didn’t Silas give you an ocras pen?”

Nils fumbled about in his pocket until he found it. Just touching the pen brought back memories of the wizard. He might have been a coward and a sarcastic bastard, but Silas had been all right, really, when all’s said and done.

Ilesa snatched the pen and held it before her eyes. “They say ocras is magic.”

“I don’t know about that,” Nils said. “Stuff’s harder’n steel. Harder’n diamonds, even; but I ain’t never heard it called magic.”

“But maybe it can harm him.”

“What,” Nils said, “you gonna write him a nasty letter?”

Up above on the slope, the feeders started to howl and jostle for position. A channel opened up between them.

“Quick,” Nils said. “He’s coming back. Do you think it’ll work? Do you think you can take him?”

Ilesa’s eyes darted from the staff to the feeders.

The creatures in the rear turned in her direction and began to shriek. The color left her face, and Nils saw that she was shaking. She pocketed the pen and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and then she turned and fled, her body morphing as she ran, until the last thing Nils saw heading toward the valley was a shaggy grey wolf.

“Typical,” Nils said. “Shogging typical.”

A scatter of feeders started back down the slope toward him.

“Oh shog,” Nils said as the silver sphere encompassing him flickered and vanished.

He clasped his hands together in prayer and tried to imagine the god of the Lek Vae. Problem was, the book didn’t have no pictures, and he didn’t have a blind bat’s idea of what the Way looked like.

He abandoned prayer and instead felt the full despair of reality. Slip the leash and turn into a pool of pus or stay where he was and get shredded on the bone. Some choice that was. Some shogging choice.

“It ain’t fair,” he whined, tears welling from his eyes. “It ain’t fair!”

“That is the nature of things.” Blightey’s voice came rolling down the incline. “Nobody cares, nobody listens, not even the Way. And if he does listen, he does little else. Nature blind and bloody, my boy. Blind and bloody.”

A few feeders loped ahead of Blightey, but when the Lich Lord waved his hand and the silver sphere reappeared around Nils, they returned to the pack.

“You need more time,” Blightey said, striding over and untying the leash from the staff before wrapping it around his wrist. When he pulled the staff from the ground, its unnatural roots thrashed and recoiled.

Nils was lost in rapt horror but snapped out of it when Blightey tugged on the leash and reeled him closer.

“It seems the dwarves brought the roof down on my feeders. Credit where credit’s due, I suppose. I have half the beasties clearing the rubble, and the rest seeking other ways in.” He swept the staff in an arc that took in the volcano. Hundreds of feeders broke away from the main pack to scour the rock face.

“I am told,” Blightey said, suddenly swinging the staff at Nils and cracking him on the temple, “that you had a visitor.”

Nils didn’t know how to answer. If he lied, the staff would most likely grass on him. Already had, by the sounds of it. Problem was, it weren’t in Nils’s nature to admit doing wrong.

“Well…” he said.

“Don’t lie, boy. If there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s lying. It’s offensive to clarity, to truth.”

“Well…”

“Was she moist for you?” Blightey said, leaning in closer, snake-eyes watching every expression that must have been dancing over Nils’s face.

“Eh?”

“Did she stiffen your wood? Don’t be bashful, Nils; I’ve seen your most sordid secrets. Remember Betsy Cormen? Does this leather-clad strumpet give you shameful thoughts? Indulge them, I say. It’s a stage you must go through. No restraint, no boundaries, no pitiful self-regulation. Do whatever you wish, Nils, and you will discover there is no right and wrong, no good and evil. If you want her, take her.” Blightey turned away as if he’d finished, but then he spun back. “Unless you lack the power.”

Nils’s mind was awash with images that fired his blood. He tried to shut them out, tried not to give sway to the lustful thoughts that were rising inside of him and starting to swell his manhood.

Blightey smirked and gave a tug on the leash. “Come along, slave boy. There is sport to be had, and I don’t want to miss it.”

 




TWENTY-FOUR

NAMELESS

Nameless walked at the rear in silence. He had none of the joy of victory in his heart, not even the desire for celebratory ale. The feeders had been thwarted for now, but he was under no illusions: they wouldn’t give up. Either they would dig through the rubble or find another lava vent, but the outcome would be the same.

Grok was cursing away, hacking and spitting clots of pinkish phlegm. He was the worst injured of the seven but didn’t look about to admit that to anyone. When he stumbled, Duck offered him an arm and nearly got stabbed for the trouble.

Kal took the tentative lead, frequently turning back to make sure the others were still with him.

Jaym’s naked torso was raked with red-raw furrows, none of which seemed to bother the baresark in the slightest. His broadsword was slung over his shoulder, spattered with black blood.

Old Moary seemed to have had second thoughts about his newfound decisiveness, which shouldn’t have come as much of a surprise. He relentlessly interrogated Targ about their chances, and must have said, “What if…” at least a hundred times.

Targ started off courteously, but after putting up with half an hour of ponderous prevarication, he dropped the veneer and went back to what he was: a hardened sapper, used to the company of men with few needs beyond the purely physical, and words to match.

“What if we were to learn more about this Blightey’s intentions, perhaps send an envoy?”

“Good idea,” Targ said.

“Really?” Old Moary’s face lit up. “Yes, I suppose it is, or rather could be. I mean—”

“Go yourself, if you like,” Targ said. “P’raps those things’ll rip the tongue out of your gob and eat it. Least then we won’t have to listen to any more of your prattle.”

Targ left Old Moary standing with his jaw slack and scuttled ahead of the group like an overburdened crab. If he hadn’t always walked that way, Nameless would have taken it as a sign that the pressure of leading was proving too much; but out of all the dwarves, himself included, Targ was by far the best man for the job.

“Absolutely not, Councilor Garnil! What are you, a shogging idiot?” Cordy’s voice came echoing down the tunnel.

Well, of course there was Cordy. She’d have given Targ a run for his money. Thumil almost certainly wouldn’t have disputed that. No question who’d worn the britches in that marriage.

The tunnel opened up onto a vast cathedral cavern. Stalactites twisted down from the ceiling, straining to meet their counterparts jutting up from the floor. It was like stepping into the maw of a gigantic dragon. The beast’s saliva was the moisture hanging heavy in the air; and there was a low blanket of steam that could easily have been a portent of fiery breath. The walls were pocked and knobbed with porous rock. Here and there, strips of obsidian veined with green shimmered as if reflecting unseen light. Targ was staring in rapt awe, and when Nameless drew alongside him, the sapper took a firm grip on his arm.

“I knew it,” Targ said, pointing to an iron ladder riveted to the wall just inside the entrance. Its rungs were lost in the giddying heights. “And there!” He indicated an immense door to the far right of the cavern. It appeared to have been cast from solid ocras, and beside it, bolted to the rock, there was a gleaming brass wheel. “Just like in the plans we drew for Mount Sartis. Oh, my shog, there was dwarves here. Didn’t I tell you there was dwarves here, son?”

The five hundred or so survivors of Arx Gravis were spread out in clusters around the stalagmites, their well-stuffed packs littering the ground, or in some cases doubling up as pillows.

The eight carts Cordy had organized were parked in a loose semicircle a dozen or so yards from the entrance. If it was supposed to be a defensive barrier, it was a thin hope, but that was probably better than no hope at all.

And then it occurred to Nameless that his morose feeling, the demoralizing weight of the black dog that was once more threatening to paralyze him, wasn’t confined to him.

He looked around the disorderly camp, took in the glum faces, the despairing eyes. A cloud of doom hovered above his people. They were the ones who’d given up hope, not him. If only someone could put the fire back in this ancient and courageous race, they might yet live, rather than curl up and die.

Shog it all, some of them looked ready to set the table for dinner before plonking themselves on a platter as the main course. They’d been running too long, that was for sure. First from the butchery at Arx Gravis, and now from an enemy most of them hadn’t even seen.

What was it Droom had always told his sons? The foe at your back is a giant who grows bigger with every step. Wise words, often repeated. You had to stand and face your fears. It was the dwarven way. Least it had been a very long time ago, before Maldark’s betrayal had bereft the dwarves of their confidence and turned them into passive partners in the dance of life.

“… quality engineering, I tell you,” Targ was enthusing. “I’ll bet my fruits that there door’s mechanized. Yon wheel’ll set the cogs a turning and raise it. Gotta be a valve of some kind. Oh, my shog, you know what’s behind it, don’t you?”

Before Nameless could think of an answer, his eyes were drawn to the huddle of white-robed councilors. A furious debate was in full flow, and Cordy, conspicuous in her frayed blue dress, was the most furious of the bunch. Her fists were clenched, her face livid as she faced a barrage of snide remarks and challenging questions with little more than exasperation and bluster. That was what they needed, though, Nameless thought. She may not have been the world’s best diplomat, but at least she had fire.

Stupid was bobbing around the councilors, dancing a frenetic jig, hat bell tinkling like an alarm.

Old Moary bustled past. “Best get into the fray,” he said. “They tend to get a bit impetuous without me.”

“Pot, kettle, black,” Targ said, “after the way you took it to them feeders just now.”

“Defense of one’s people requires a different approach to careful debate,” Old Moary said.

“Maybe not,” Nameless said.

Old Moary eyed him curiously for a moment and then nodded. “I think you should join us. You too, Targ. After all, you are in charge now.”

“Better tell it to them,” Targ said. As Old Moary went on ahead, the sapper leaned in to Nameless. “I may be a stone-headed moron, but I weren’t born yesterday. What the Council wants is someone to make the hard decisions for them, someone they can blame when it don’t work out. When it’s all over, assuming there’s anyone left alive, they’ll make sure they take all the glory.”

“Targ,” Nameless said, clapping him on the back as they followed Old Moary, “you are one cynical old bastard.”

“And you’re a gloomy son of a shogger, with muscle for brains and piss in your veins.”

Old Moary brushed Stupid aside, and the Councilors all started appealing to him like tattletale children.

The fool’s face was flushed, his eyes wide with frenzy. “At last!” Stupid said. “Level heads.” He tugged at Nameless’s mail hauberk. “Talk some sense into them, for no one will heed a fool.”

“Can’t say I blame them,” Nameless said, moving straight past him.

“But my map, these tunnels.”

Nameless turned and raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“This volcano is a footprint, like the gorge. Like the vanishing cliffs and the city of…” Stupid broke off and started to sing, “Toe ray di, non ninny nee.”

“What?” Nameless pressed in close and whispered. “What were you going to say?”

“Hey non ninny, a dwarf in a pinny.”

Targ shook his head and went to stand uncomfortably at the edge of the meeting.

“Arnoch?” Nameless pressed the fool. “You’ve seen it? I thought I was the only one to—”

“Not with these eyes,” Stupid sang in a resonant bass. “Not these ones.”

“Speak sense,” Nameless said.

“Me cannot. Me a fool.”

Nameless sighed and switched his attention to the Council.

“They must hear me,” Stupid said. “Make them listen.”

“We don’t have time for your nonsense,” Nameless said. “Plain words or no words. What’s it to be?”

Stupid’s face puckered up, and he flopped onto the ground like a sack of grain—and a particularly dejected one at that.

“We must go to this Lich Lord,” Councilor Castail was saying to Old Moary. “Send one of our best orators. He’ll listen.”

“How do you know, Castail?” Cordy fumed. “Have you seen him? Had you even heard of the Lich Lord until Nameless told us about him?”

“Well, uh…”

“Then shut up.”

“Typical,” Nip Garnil said. “Shame your husband didn’t teach you about debating etiquette before he… I mean before…”

“Before I cut his head off and put it on a spike?” Nameless growled.

“Peace, both of you,” Old Moary said, holding up a tremulous hand. “An orderly debate, if you please.”

“Everyone wants something,” a nasally voice interjected. It belonged to a knock-kneed blubber-house with a long dangly mustache and no beard. That was worrying, Nameless thought. Never trust a dwarf with a mustache and no beard. “I say we find out what this lich wants and appease him.”

“Maybe he wants that ridiculous mustache of yours, Winso,” Cordy said, “so he can shove it up your—”

“Ain’t gonna be no appeasing no one,” Targ said. He spoke quietly, but everyone stopped and gave him space. A couple of the councilors barely suppressed sneers.

“I’ve seen enough of these feeders of this Lich Lord’s to know that lily-livered pansying about is only gonna end one way. All that’ll be left of the folk of Arx Gravis’ll be the gristly bits they spit back out, though I wouldn’t even bet on that. Way I see it, we run while we can, and when we can’t, we stand strong and give ’em something to remember us by.”

A crowd was forming outside the cluster of councilors. Dwarves of all stations—soldiers, workers, the young and the old—were pressing in close to hear what their leaders had to say, what they were doing to keep them alive.

“It’s flagrantly clear we can’t beat them,” Winso said with enforced patience, “so let’s just look at the terms of our surrender.”

“Seconded,” Nip Garnil said. “Last thing we need right now is a layman playing dictator, especially one appointed by the most notorious dictator our people have ever known.”

Grumbles of agreement passed through the councilors. A few glanced at Nameless but none dared meet his eyes.

“Appeasement, now!” cried Councilor Yuffie, the silver braids in his beard glinting like a thousand stars. He threw his arms wide, as if he expected applause, but the crowd had gone deathly quiet.

“Well,” Old Moary said, causing Yuffie to flinch and put a protective hand to his swollen jaw, “I had been considering appeasement myself, but what if…?”

“What if we start acting like dwarves?” Nameless asked.

“But we are,” Castail said.

“Real dwarves,” Nameless said. “Like the heroes of Arnoch, not the skulking cowards that Maldark made us. Dwarves of iron and stone.”

“Well, that’s all well and good for you to—” Nip Garnil started, but Cordy elbowed him in the ribs.

Nameless placed the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords on the ground and rested his hands atop the head. The twin blades glinted green in the reflected light of the ocras streaking the walls. He let his gaze rove around the cavern, taking in every last one of the survivors, catching as many eyes as he could.

“Iron,” he said again, “and stone. These are things we know well. We touch them with our hands, work with them, mold them. These blades,” he twirled Paxy, “show us what we really are, where we come from.”

Murmurs passed along the crowd. Nameless knew that he could lose them, if he didn’t get the next bit right.

“The Mad Sorcerer, Sektis Gandaw, lied. That’s how we fell under his influence. He took away our past, the glory of our ancestry, and told us we were nothing. Nothing but the results of his meldings, a disappointing experiment. Yes, he changed us. That I can’t deny; but the raw material he added to was the stuff of legends. He may have diluted the pot, or perhaps even enhanced it”—he gave a long sweeping look at the crowd—“but what is undeniable is that in your veins, in the veins of every dwarf here assembled, flows the blood of heroes.”

Stupid’s head appeared above the onlookers. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about, numbskulls. Three cheers for the Nameless Dwarf. Hip hip…”

The fool’s face dropped into a gurning sulk when no one responded.

Nameless’s throat felt full of gravel. That was probably the longest speech he’d ever made, even though it was but the first swallow of summer compared to what the councilors would have been used to. He coughed and ran his tongue across his pallet, but then, mercifully, Weasel slipped through the crowd and handed him a costrel.

“Ironbelly’s,” he said. “Sorry, mate. Best I could do at such short notice.”

Nameless knocked it back and tried not to think about what it tasted like, but the thought leapt unbidden to his mind all the same, and he really wished it hadn’t: the septic discharge from a witch’s nipples. Still, the ale was wet, and it was reputed to contain at least some alcohol. No doubt after a gallon or two, you wouldn’t notice the taste, but the chances of that happening were as slim as him trading the Axe of the Dwarf Lords for a fencing foil.

Speaking of Paxy, she was throbbing in his hand and sending shivers of elation through his veins. She was cajoling him, that’s what it was. Telling him to go on.

He passed the costrel back to Weasel, who seemed preoccupied with taking wagers from anyone who’d listen to his odds. What it was they were betting on, Nameless had no idea.

He took a moment to gather himself, to gaze out at the survivors of Arx Gravis, gauge their reaction. It wasn’t good, and perhaps he should have expected that. Dark looks, sneers, lots of whispering and nodding. Only Stupid was with him, and that wasn’t exactly encouraging. Then he caught Cordy’s eyes, and she gave the slightest of nods.

Targ whacked him on the shoulder. “Go on, son. Reckon you got their attention. Don’t want to lose it now.”

“I know you’re all scared,” Nameless said, his voice made stronger by the booze. It was strangely reassuring to learn that Ironbelly’s had at least one virtue. “I’m scared, too, and I don’t scare easily. Most of you haven’t seen what’s after us, and you’ve had to take it on trust. Now, trust isn’t something I’ve earned from you, so all I can do is tell the truth and hope you believe it. Back there at the entrance, the lads and I had a bit of a scuffle with the vanguard. These creatures chasing us—they’re called feeders—live for only one thing: to eat. And right now, they seem pretty intent on dwarf flesh.”

A few people gasped at that, and somewhere at the back a child began to cry.

“Their master is a lich, a being neither fully dead nor alive. His name is Otto Blightey, and from what I gather, he has a long history. I encountered him back before…”

He almost said before he reclaimed the black axe; before he returned to Arx Gravis as the Corrector, but shame, or prudence, stopped him.

“I traveled to the Lich Lord’s lands with some of the greatest heroes of Aosia.” They wouldn’t have seen themselves as such, but he did, after all they’d been through together. “We confronted Blightey at his castle. I saw horrors there I won’t burden you with, not with children present.”

A forest of impaled victims, many still rasping out their last breaths and twitching on their stakes; a probing mist that chilled right down to the soul; and the Lich Lord himself, a flaming skull atop a borrowed body, impervious to all attack, and with eyes that could devour the very essence of life.

“I won’t offer you false hope. This Blightey was too much for us. Too much for these great heroes. Some of us survived, to be sure, and there was a measure of victory, but not without great cost.”

Castail’s whiny voice trilled above the crowd. “Well, that’s just great. Thanks for sharing. Really, people, are we going to continue to listen to this prophet of doom?”

“You’ll listen, son, cause I say you will.” Targ glowered at the councilor and then turned his ire on the crowd. “Unless anyone else has anything to say on the matter?”

Nameless waited to make sure he still had their attention before he went on.

“Ask yourselves…” He caught the eyes of a few frightened looking soldiers in the front row. “Ask yourselves: what would the dwarf lords of Arnoch do, if they were still alive?”

He waited long enough for the question to sink in.

“You know the legends. You know the odds they faced time and again. You know they prevailed not through strength or weight of numbers but through unyielding courage. They never backed down from a fight. Yes, they retreated when it was prudent to do so, but they struck back with an iron first at the first opportunity. And when, at the last, they passed from the world into legend, they didn’t curl up and die. They faced a foe they knew couldn’t be beaten: a terrible monster drawn from the mind of the mad god at the heart of Aosia.

“They fought doggedly, knowing all the while it was in vain, but they fought nonetheless. The one thing one thing that would have given them hope as the last of them bled out in the halls of Arnoch, was that their bloodline endured beyond the Farfall Mountains. They live on in you and me.”

He licked his lips and cleared his throat. Weasel proffered the costrel again, and Nameless reached for it but then drew back his hand. He was parched, true enough, but not that parched.

“These feeders are evil shoggers. Insatiable. But the lords of Arnoch would have stood toe to toe with them and taught them a lesson they’d never forget. We, my fellow dwarves, have grown weak. Weak with shame for acts we didn’t commit. Weak from centuries of hiding away at the foot of the ravine. This is our time to emerge into the daylight, our time to take our place as the children of Arnoch. We will not despair before the approach of this Lich Lord and his minions. We will fight! Fight them in the tunnels, all the way to the roots of this volcano, if need be. We will fight them on the banks of the lava lakes. Fight them in the open air when we come out the other side. And we will beat them, I tell you. But even if we don’t, and if this long and glorious history of ours is to pass from this world, we will not lay down arms until every last one of us lies choking in our own blood.”

A great bellow went up from directly behind Nameless, causing him to jump.

“Ku-na-ga!” It was Jaym, pumping his fist at the ceiling.

The rest of the baresarks gathered around him, adding their own voices to the chant: “Ku-na-ga! Ku-na-ga!”

Targ joined in, then Old Moary, and then with the momentum of a gathering storm, every voice in the cavern was raised in deafening unison—save for those belonging to Yuffie, Castail, and Nip Garnil, who looked like they’d just downed a vat of vinegar.

It seemed to Nameless that the volcano shook in response, and that the dead of Arnoch drifted invisibly from the afterlife to offer their support.

He sagged with relief and nodded his thanks, but then someone yelled out, “I ain’t following no butcher,” and the chanting ceased.

“Nor should you,” Nameless said. “You follow Targ, as do we all.”

The old sapper stepped alongside Nameless, took hold of his wrist, and raised his arm aloft.

The crowd started to cheer then, and Nameless knew they would do their duty, every last one of them. He felt his face break into a smile, but then he saw Cordy pushing her way toward him. The blood froze in his veins, and he pulled free of Targ’s grip.

She came to a halt before him, icy stare probing, lips set and ready to unleash her anger. Nameless braced himself, but when she spoke, her eyes glistened with moisture.

“Thumil would have been proud of you,” she said.

Tears spilled down Nameless’s face.

 




TWENTY-FIVE

ILESA

Ilesa sat high above the valley, too tired to change again. Most of the feeders on the slopes of the volcano were filtering inside the main entrance, having cleared a sizable pile of rubble. Others were swarming into the smaller tunnels higher up, while Blightey orchestrated everything with wide sweeps of his black staff. Nils looked thoroughly miserable, even from this distance. He slouched behind Blightey, tethered to him by the leash. She felt a pang of guilt at leaving him, but what else could she do?

She twiddled with Nils’s pen, turning it over and over, as if the ocras it was made from held the key to her dilemma. Was it magic, like she’d heard, or was it just harder than diamond and a pain in the butt to work with?

If she’d had half the courage Nameless had, she’d have put it to the test and stabbed that bastard Blightey right between the shoulder blades. Either he’d have dropped dead on the spot, or he’d have…

She didn’t want to think about what would have happened next. Whatever it was, it sent eels wriggling through her guts. Just the sight of the Lich Lord was enough to start her shaking. It was like being back in Portis, helpless to stop the creep hurting Davy, paralyzed by her disgust, she liked to think. Or was it fear of what he might do to her next?

No, she resolved: if she’d stabbed Blightey and the ocras had done nothing, she’d have fled, she was sure of it. What with her ability to change shape, there was no way he’d have caught her.

She almost talked herself into catching up with them and having a go. Almost, but she was so tired, and if she didn’t have the strength to change, she’d stand no chance of getting past the feeders.

She watched until the last of the creatures disappeared inside the mountain. When Blightey followed, dragging Nils behind, her heart turned to stone. Too late now. There was nothing she could do. Same old Ilesa. Same old coward. Same selfish bitch she’d always been.

“So what?” she muttered to herself as she stood and scanned the horizon. “Can’t save everyone.”

She hadn’t even been able to protect her own brother, so why lose sleep over an annoying prat like Nils?

Her best bet was to try once more to find her way back across the Farfalls into Medryn-Tha, she figured, looking round to get her bearings.

In the distance, a thousand different colors winked in the shafts of sunlight lancing through the clouds. Was that west? If it was, then south must be toward the twin peaks that stood immovably amid terrain like churning liquid that formed into rocks, trees, hills and rivers, before breaking up and re-forming again and again.

It would have been easier to fly, but she was too tired to focus—it was an effort even to walk.

As she trudged away from the valley, she looked out over the volcano looming like all her failures.

If Nameless was still alive, if he was somewhere beneath all that rock, he’d do just fine without her. Him and his dwarf woman.

She shoved the ocras pen in her pocket, thinking maybe Nils had a point, after all. Perhaps she should write the Lich Lord a nasty letter. “So long, shogger,” it should say. She was tempted, but then she worried it might antagonize him. In her line of work, she’d known people travel half way around Aosia to avenge an imagined slight.

The strings of guilt gave a last desperate tug before they snapped, and Ilesa set her sights on the shimmering colors in what she thought was the west, if it wasn’t south… or east. What the colors were was difficult to tell. They danced all the way to the horizon, but even as she took her first steps towards them, she had the sense they were coming to meet her.

The greensward beneath her feet frayed at the edges like an old carpet. With each new step, its borders were eroded by a tide of glittering color that swirled and swept ever nearer. Before she knew it, she was walking over a fine multicolored sand, and when she looked back, the greensward had vanished. She could still see the volcano, and off the other way, the twin peaks stood out like beacons in a sea of chaos.

“Shog this,” she muttered, casting her eyes around and picking up her pace, trusting that if she walked far enough, she’d get to the other side of this shifting desert.

A shadow passed across one of the suns, and in its wake came a thunderous roar.

She looked skyward and stopped dead in her tracks.

An immense dragon arced overhead, the beat of its wings whipping up a hurricane. More of the beasts swooped down from the clouds and began to circle her.

“Great,” Ilesa said, turning to look back at the volcano.

All she wanted was to get the shog home. Was that so much to ask?

As the dragons swooped toward her and she began to run back the way she’d come, her heart was pounding, the blood in her veins a torrent of lava. She’d drained her energy reserves dry already, but here they were coming to her rescue once again. Fear was good like that. Always had been. But would it be enough?

The dragons were closing fast and she’d never outrun them. If she could just manage the change…

A colossal roar erupted behind her, and she was blown from her feet by a blast of scorching breath.

 




TWENTY-SIX

NAMELESS

Nameless hadn’t imagined it being like this. The last of the dwarves fleeing from the minions of the Lich Lord, carrying with them the trinkets of a dying civilization, should have been somehow heroic, an epic struggle against the odds. It should have been the final dark before their triumphal return to center stage in the world.

Instead, he meandered through a scattered camp of very ordinary folk, courageous only by virtue of still being alive, still hoping against hope.

The stench of piss and shit wafting from their improvised latrines told him one thing, and one thing alone. These dwarves were flesh and blood, not the stuff of legend; meat just waiting to be consumed. The sad thing was, they’d taken heart from his rhetoric, and many of them forced tired smiles as he passed.

Their eyes still said they didn’t trust him, though. Some said even worse than that, but there was a grudging feeling of thanks nevertheless.

Words. That’s all he’d given them. No substance, when all was said and done. But what was really troubling him was that they were the words the Corrector might have used, had Shadrak not put an end to his reign of terror.

Nameless shook his head. Who was he now? What had he become? He couldn’t quite shake off the dread that he was still the Ravine Butcher, just waiting for some malign influence like the black axe to call forth the evil that was already there, lurking deep inside him.

It felt like everything he knew about himself, his habits, his jokes, his customary remarks, was just crumbling bricks and mortar. Even Lukar was more than he was. Poor dead Lukar. At least he still had a name. At least he was remembered for something other than blind butchery, even if it was folly. And Targ still spoke highly of Droom, as though he were some god of virtue—and Yalla, the mother Nameless had never seen, the paragon of dwarven strength who’d sacrificed herself that her second-born son might live.

He stood on the spot and turned a slow circle. The white robes of the councilors were still clustered around Cordy and Targ. The old boy was giving as good as he got, by the looks of it, his face redder than bellows-heated steel.

Nameless wandered over to the semicircular barricade made by the carts. The ravine goats had been tethered to stalagmites, their noses shoved in feed bags. The carts were covered with tarps stretched over frames, and overflowing with glittering junk that may as well have been a millstone. He peeked through the canvas of a couple. All right, so there were tools and the like, clothes and kegs of booze, but at least a few were packed with gems and gold, sacks of unprocessed ore. Fat lot of good it’d do when the feeders came.

The third cart he checked was stacked with barrels. He could tell what they contained by the flame symbol etched into the wood of each, the smell of sulfur that wafted out when he drew back the tarp.

“Can I help you?” someone growled from the far end, behind the barrels.

When no one moved, Nameless climbed up into the tray and hefted a few kegs to one side, making a passage between the others.

A dwarf lay upon a pallet, caked in his own muck. The stench was overpowering. His legs were wound with weeping bandages and splinted from the hips down. When he pushed himself up on an elbow, Nameless recognized him and took a step back.

Rather than the expected abuse, though, Cairn Sternfist merely gazed from one ruined leg to the other.

“Reckon they’re infected,” he said. “Problem with being on the move. Old Moary said he’d see to them, but I guess he’s busy.”

“Meeting of the Council,” Nameless said.

“That’s me shogged, then.”

Nameless frowned, but then a thought struck him. “My axe. Sometimes, when I’ve been hurt, she—”

“The magic axe heals you?” Cairn said. “Not this dwarf it don’t. It’s shogging magic axes that got us into this predicament, I reckon, so I ain’t having one mess with me. Tell you what, though, Butcher, if I go down, I’ll take a shit load of them feeders with me.”

Cairn held a length of fuse wire between his thumb and forefinger. “All I’ve gotta do,” he said, lying flat so he could rummage in his pocket, “is get this here pipe smoking, and I’m armed to the teeth.”

“But there’s enough black powder in here to bring the whole cavern down,” Nameless said. “What about the others?”

“That’s your concern, Butcher. Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna do nothing rash. But those things come and I can’t get away, they ain’t eating this dwarf raw. I’m gonna give ’em a roasting.”

Nameless saw the resolve in Cairn’s eyes, the calm of a long-simmering despair. There was no point arguing, that was plain.

“I’ll speak with Old Moary,” he said. “See what can be done.”

“Yeah,” Cairn said, popping the stem of his pipe in the corner of his mouth. “You do that.”

No sooner had Nameless stepped out of the cart than he saw Weasel emerge from another. The rogue jumped half out of his skin but then tried to make light of it.

“Gaw, Butcher—I mean, Nameless—what you trying to do, make me shit my britches?”

“Weasel…”

“Public service, before you ask,” Weasel said, producing a notebook and waving it about. At the same time, Nameless saw his left hand disappear behind his back, and Weasel gave a slight wriggle, as if his loin cloth had gotten caught in the cleft. “Bit of the ol’ stock taking. You know, facts and figures.”

“On the orders of the Council?” Nameless asked.

“Well, not exactly, but they’ll be pleased all the same. Listen, Nameless, back there, after your speech, I took the liberty of offering a little wager. Amazing how many folks jumped at the chance, what with the economy being so shaky an’ all. Got you down as odds-on favorite to be king when this is all over.”

“Bah,” Nameless said and turned away. There’d been no king of the dwarves since Maldark’s day, and he’d bet a gallon of mead no one here could remember the shogger’s name. Arx Gravis had been a republic as long as anyone could remember.

“It’s what the people want,” Weasel said. “Strong leadership. All this caution and indecision is wearing a bit thin.”

“I’m not listening,” Nameless said as he walked away. It had been bad enough being a self-appointed dictator, but a king… The kings of old had been almost sacred figures. No dwarf he’d ever met, save for the crumbling skeleton of King Arios of Arnoch, even remotely fitted the bill; and in any case, no one in their right mind would ever want the Ravine Butcher to lord it over them.

Someone tugged on the back of Nameless’s belt. Instinct made him whirl round, axe held high, but he froze when he saw it was a dwarf boy, beard all short and fluffy. An even younger dwarf, a girl, watched sullenly from just behind. The boy didn’t even flinch at the axe, for which Nameless was thankful and not a little impressed.

“Is that the axe you killed everyone with, Mr. Butcher?” the boy said.

Nameless drew in a deep breath and lowered Paxy, doing his best to hide her behind his back.

“No, laddie. No, she’s not the one.”

“She?” the girl said.

Nameless tried to smile but stopped when the girl narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

The boy gave the air a flurry of jabs and crosses, bobbing and weaving like a pro. “Saw you whoop that Jaym in the circle,” he said. “Pow, wallop, bang. What’s it like, Butcher? What’s it like fighting for real?”

Nameless rubbed his beard and tried to look stern. “It’s…” What could he say to a child? That it fired the blood? That it made him feel alive? Maybe he should adopt the responsible approach and talk about horrific injuries, blood feuds, the abuse of power. He had it on the tip of his tongue, something about the strong protecting the weak, but it sounded like someone else’s idea.

The boy was watching him expectantly, waiting for the wise words that weren’t likely to come any time soon. Nameless sighed and changed tack.

“Butcher’s not my name. My real name is…”

And there was the clincher. Telling a child his name was Nameless… The utter stupidity of the sobriquet hit him full on.

“Pa says you’re the Butcher,” the boy said.

The little girl crossed her arms and pouted, one eyebrow raised.

“Well,” Nameless said. “Have to honor your pa, I guess.”

“Hernin!” a man yelled, striding from a cluster of sacks and crates, a half-eaten strip of jerky clutched in one hand. “Get back here now!”

The boy’s face creased up, and he shot Nameless an apologetic look. “Sorry, Butcher. Got to go.” He ran to the man and received a clip round the ear.

The girl shrugged.

“Your pa, too?” Nameless asked.

“Could say that,” she said. “Don’t much feel like it since Ma died.”

Invisible fingers closed around Nameless’s windpipe. Images of slaughter churned up from the dark, the whites of eyes, rictus grins, death masks.

“Did I?” he stammered. “I mean, your ma, lassie. Did I…”

“No,” the girl said. “The wasting took her.”

There were no tears in her eyes. She said it matter-of-factly, as if everyone knew.

“Pa hates you for what you did back home,” she said, “but Hernin thinks you’re cool. Hernin’s such a kid.” Spoken like an adult, in spite of the fact she must have been a few years younger than her brother.

“What about you?” Nameless asked, hardly wanting to hear the answer.

“I think you’ll save us.”

With that, she turned on her heel and sauntered after her pa and Hernin.

“Aren’t people supposed to lock up their sons and daughters when you’re around?” Cordy said as she approached.

Nameless didn’t need to look at her to know she was smiling. Typical Cordy humor, that, the sort she usually reserved for her friends. It should have been a good thing, only there could be nothing good between him and Cordy nowadays. Some things just couldn’t be fixed.

“Council meeting finished?” he asked.

“You’ve got to be joking. Old Moary’s barely gotten through his preamble. Poor Targ is growing redder by the minute trying to get a point across without them dissecting it from every angle. Told them I needed to pee. Couldn’t think of any other excuse. Don’t reckon Targ’ll be far behind.”

“You told them that?” Nameless risked a look at her face.

Crow’s feet had sprung up around her eyes, and there were wrinkles he’d never noticed on her brow and etched around the edges of her lips.

“What else is a girl to do? One moment longer, and I’d have had to murder the whole bunch…” She caught herself mid-sentence and grimaced. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for, lassie,” Nameless said. “No harm done.”

Silence fell heavily between them. Cordy shuffled from foot to foot, turned her head to look back at the Council gathering, tried to smile, and ended up delivering a sigh like a ruptured bellows.

“Look,” she said. “Back there, what I said about Thumil being proud…” She reached out and lightly brushed the back of his hand with her fingers. “I meant it.”

She was inscrutable, her eyes like smeared glass. There was the faintest trembling of her bottom lip.

Nameless tried to grip her hand, give it a reassuring squeeze, but she swept away from him without so much as a backward glance.

“Stop watching her arse, son,” Targ said, striding up and slapping him on the back. “Come on, we got us some exploring to do.”

“Have they finished?” Nameless said, looking at the dispersing Council.

Nip Garnil and Castail hung back to confer, and Yuffie stomped off by himself.

“Have now,” Targ grinned. “Just have to know how to talk to these pussies.”

Old Moary could be heard barking orders, and a dozen or so Red Cloaks headed for the iron ladder and started to climb high above the cavern. A dozen more headed back down the entrance tunnel, and still more took up positions behind the barricade of carts. Crossbows were wound and quarrels counted out.

“Feeders are bound to dig their way through sooner or later,” Targ said. “And I’d bet a baresark’s codpiece them smaller vents could bring ’em right down on top of us.”

Nameless looked up to where the last of the soldiers was disappearing up the ladder, legs lost behind a twisting stalactite.

It seemed Targ had been doing everyone’s thinking for them, Nameless’s included.

“That door over yonder, one I was telling you about,” Targ said. “Looks a whole lot like the volcanic engineering we pioneered at Mount Sartis.”

He hawked and spat. Mount Sartis was a sore point with the sappers. All that planning, all that work, only for the Council to cancel the project due to an infestation of goblins.

“They’ve been channeling the lava flow, I’d say. Prob’ly holding it in sinks or reservoirs at various points. With energy like that, there could be forges all over the place, piled high with ore and ready for mass production.”

“Assuming there are no goblins,” Nameless said.

“Shog off.” Targ gave a yellow-toothed grin. “I’m heading down the south tunnel.” He pointed at the far end of the cavern, opposite where they’d come in. “A few of the lads are coming with me, but we’d be glad of some protection.”

“Consider it done,” Nameless said, and cast his eyes about for Duck, Jaym, and the others.

 




TWENTY-SEVEN

NILS

Nils was so hungry, he fantasized about taking a chunk out of Blightey’s arse and wiping the blood from his chin. Must’ve been the nearness of the feeders pressed all around his protective silver sphere, clogging the tunnel in front and behind. The thing that turned him off the idea was that Blightey might enjoy it. The other thing was that it was technically Silas’s arse, and Nils didn’t rightly know where it had been.

Blightey, on the other hand, had stuffed his face with snack after snack that he’d magicked out of thin air—smoked cheeses, oven-fresh cobs, rashers of bacon, all washed down with a never-emptying glass of red wine. The alcohol seemed to have no effect on the Lich Lord, and the gorging just looked plain wrong, what with Blightey being skinny as a rake. He got that from Silas, course. Mind you, his head was just as gaunt as the rest of him, practically a skull covered with a filmy layer of skin. From what Nils had seen back at the forest of tar, that’s all Blightey was: a skull, lit from within by the fires of the Abyss. Everything else was either borrowed or an illusion.

The tunnel was too low for Nils to stand upright. He took little satisfaction from the fact that Blightey was that much taller, he had to bend almost double as he walked. Not that they were doing much walking, mind, what with the feeders packed together so tight they moved at a snail’s pace. The creatures were ravenous, their lipless mouths stretching toward whatever meal they sensed up ahead. Nils had a strong feeling it was gonna be raw, most likely bearded, and short enough to walk these tunnels on tiptoe.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Blightey said, finally losing patience with the feeders blocking the tunnel in front of them.

There was a crack like dry wood trodden underfoot, and then Blightey’s head twisted round full circle. Nils would have thrown up, if there’d been anything in his belly. The feeling only grew worse when the skin on Blightey’s face shriveled away to nothing and his hair fell out in clumps until all that remained was the skull.

With a clack of its teeth, the skull detached itself from Silas’s body and flew between the feeders. The creatures immediately stopped their fighting for position and pressed themselves back against the walls.

The headless body tugged on the leash and led Nils past them, through the narrow corridor Blightey’s skull had created. Once they reached the head of the pack, the skull screwed itself back onto the stump of Silas’s neck, and the skin and hair re-formed.

“See,” Blightey said, “even the feeders fear something. All the while I have this fleshy frame, they believe, somewhere in those primitive brains of theirs, they have a chance to sup. But a skull impervious to all attack, mortal, magical, or otherwise, makes them just a little nervous.”

“I can see why,” Nils said. “What I don’t get, is why you need a body in the first place.”

Blightey looked thoughtful for a moment. “That, my dear Nils, is a good question, and why you interest me as a potential apprentice. Familiarity, perhaps? A desire to fit in? To belong?” He let out an explosive laugh. “Or is it just the thrill of deception, seeing the look of surprise on people’s faces when I reveal my true self?”

Maybe it was something else, Nils thought, catching a shadow of sadness flitting over Blightey’s face. Maybe it was because there was so little left of the Lich Lord, just his bony nonce between life and oblivion.

“Other thing I don’t get,” Nils said, “is what you need that staff for.”

“Need?” Blightey said. “Who said anything about need? Although, I’ll grant you, the staff was somewhat indispensable for my return from the Void.”

The Lich Lord looked off into the distance of the tunnel, as if remembering. When he turned to Nils again, his expression was at first vacant, but then he frowned.

“Do you have any idea what nothingness feels like, Nils?”

Nils shook his head.

“Nothing,” Blightey said. “It feels like nothing, because it is nothing. No place, no time, no light, no sound, no heat, no cold, no… awareness.” A light breeze must have coursed down the tunnel, ruffling Blightey’s coat. Either that, or he was shivering, because, in any event, Nils couldn’t feel nothing.

“Then how’d you escape?” Nils asked. “What with having no awareness and the like.”

“A great deal of forethought,” Blightey said, and then he rapped the staff against the ground. “And the acquisition of my friend here. You have been properly introduced, haven’t you?”

“Properly enough,” Nils said.

No, said a chill voice in his mind.

An itch started at the base of Nils’s skull and spread over his scalp, seeping beneath the flesh into his brain. He shuddered and scratched his head, but nothing he did stopped the staff from probing deeper and deeper. It felt wrong, somehow. Vile and utterly evil.

“Comforting, isn’t it?” Blightey said. “Makes you feel all snuggled up, like slipping between clean sheets with your favorite soft toy.”

The sensation ceased, and Nils gasped. The dark wood of the staff rippled and pulsed with tendrils of blackness then settled back into stillness.

It was now the turn of the feeders to become impatient. They pressed up as close as they dared to Nils’s silver sphere, snarling and yapping like hungry dogs. Blightey pointed the staff at them, and the first three dissolved into steaming pools of pus.

“Certainly comes in handy when one needs to preserve one’s own juices,” Blightey said. “Most importantly, though, the staff is a semi-manufactured entity, a creature once not dissimilar to our quarry, melded into an artifact of untold power, believe it or not, for the express purpose of opposing Mananoc the Deceiver. Funny how even the best laid plans can go arse about face, if you’ll excuse my expression. The interesting thing about the staff’s design is that the wood holds the imprint of a soul—everything, barring the body, of the being who was altered. The staff’s capacity to record memories was by no means exhausted by the initial melding, and so I was able to infuse it with my own essence, thoughts, feelings, and recollections, so that, in the event of my own obliteration, the staff would be the key to my resurrection.”

“So, it was a trap,” Nils said. “You used that grimoire to lead Silas to the forest of tar so that he’d find the staff and bring you back.”

“That’s about the long and the short of it,” Blightey said. “Now, have you noticed anything unusual about these tunnels?”

Nils hadn’t, but now that Blightey mentioned it, there were black seams running through the rock, glistening with flecks of green.

“Ain’t that ocras?”

“It is,” Blightey said. “The fossilized sap of Aranuin, they say. Crystallized magic.”

Nils’s heart skipped a beat. “Ocras is magic?” So Ilesa was right about the pen. Pity she didn’t have the balls to use it when she had the chance.

“Oh yes, with its origins in the fog rolling off the Abyss. The whole subterranean atmosphere of Aranuin is permeated with the miasma of Mananoc’s realm. Where Aranuin touches the world above, as it clearly does here, the fog sets, fuses with the roots of mountains and forms these seams of ocras.”

“So, ocras is evil?”

Blightey gave a little chuckle. “You still have so far to ascend, my boy. But even if ocras were evil at its point of origin, the contact with the world of the Daeg alters its nature. The son of Mananoc bears more of his mother than his father. He’s a raving lunatic, and scared of his own shadow, but you could never describe him as evil.

“Something I don’t expect you to know, is that once, long ago, these tunnels beneath the volcano were mined by an ancient and, though it pains me to say it, noble race. The dwarf lords of Arnoch were born from the last vestiges of the Daeg’s sanity. They were the champions of his resolve to keep back the dark.

“Alas, the dog-head has some pretty nasty dreams, and there was one nightmare his champions could not defeat. My staff here tells me, though, that there have been new developments, that another artifact has risen from the depths of the ocean—a sister of his. If the Axe of the Dwarf Lords has returned, then the beast that destroyed the people of Arnoch must have finally been bested. If I had known that when I came back from the Void, I might not have lost my hand.” He wriggled his fingers.

“Silas’s hand, you mean.”

Blightey’s eyes widened, and he gave a slight nod. “It would seem the dwarves have returned to their old stomping ground. I wonder if they plan to resume the role of their forebears.”

“Nah,” Nils said. “They’re just running. You see, Nameless…” He checked himself, feeling like he was betraying his friend.

“Quite the killer,” Blightey said. “Brutal and efficient, but lacking any finesse. Death should be something creative, an art form, like frescoing or crochet. It needs to be savored like a fine wine, swished around the palate and swallowed while its bouquet lingers in the nostrils.

“If I had been in the slightest like this brute, he’d have been dead in the forest of tar, and the rest of his race would have been slaughtered on their way to the volcano. But where’s the fun in that? The sport? Let’s see what they do under the threat of extinction. Will they flee until their bodies give out and the feeders pick them apart where they lie? Will they muster a heroic last stand that no one besides us will witness? Will they turn on each other and do the job for us? Or will they find themselves in the bowels of the earth, forge weapons of ocras, and hit us where it hurts.” Blightey seemed invigorated by the idea.

“I don’t believe a word of it,” Nils said. “If you could’ve killed them, you would have.”

“Where is the thrill, my boy, if there is no chance of losing? I’ve had a lifetime of caution—a hundred lifetimes—but it was such caution that kept me from the heights of existence. There is no life in skulking reclusion, I tell you. No life at all.”

“So, you couldn’t do it, then? You couldn’t kill them, because it’s your nature to string this out.”

Blightey looked genuinely surprised. He nodded thoughtfully a couple of times and chewed on a thumbnail—Silas’s, not the other one.

“Good, Nils. I like that. It is my nature to milk the moment. Yes, I think you’ve nailed it. I see my instincts about you were correct. Now, have I told you about my penchant for impalement?”

Nils shrugged. “Don’t know what that is.”

“Don’t know!” Blightey said. “My dear boy, impalement is the most delectable hobby. I sometimes think it’s the only thing capable of instilling me with the slightest spark of life. You take a sturdy length of wood, shape it into a stake, and push it through the victim’s anus until it comes out of the mouth. The real trick is to keep the subject alive when you plant the stake in the ground. It’s all about the angle of insertion.”

Nils tried not to visualize the process, but he did for an instant and thought he was gonna puke his arse out of his throat.

“It’s all just holding a mirror up to nature, Nils. The cruelty lies in the inexorability of death and decay, not in the act itself. You could say impaling is an enlightening experience.”

“No more,” Nils said. “I don’t care who you are and what you’re planning to do with me, I don’t have to listen to this shite.”

Blightey looked heartbroken, albeit only for a moment, then he pulled the leash taut and set back off along the tunnel. “Come on, slave boy, the feeders are getting hungry.”

“Getting?” Nils said. “They ain’t stopped being hungry. And come to think of it, neither have I.”

Blightey paused and took hold of Nils under the chin. “Would you like a little nibble, Nils? Would you?”

Nils was tempted to say yes, but he had a bad feeling Blightey might have been offering something other than food.

“Nah, it’s all right. I’ll live.”

“Suit yourself,” Blightey said, continuing on his way and pulling Nils along behind.

They followed the tunnel for what seemed an age, probably because they could only go so fast when they had to stoop.

Nils’s attention shifted completely to his grumbling guts. He felt dizzy and irritable.

“… the mandrake root,” Blightey was saying. “They say it’s born from a dead man’s semen. Screams like a girl when you pluck it from the…” Blightey held up his finger for silence. “Hush now. We have perhaps been a bit too garrulous.”

“What the shog’s that…? Oh, I see,” Nils said as a stern-looking dwarf stepped from an alcove brandishing a shortsword.

The corridor beyond flared open into an oval-shaped chamber, within which two more dwarves were waiting, watching their approach. All were armored and cloaked in red, and all looked like they meant business—right up until they spotted the mass of feeders pressing in close behind Nils and Blightey.

“Shog,” the dwarf who’d stepped from the alcove said. He turned and ran toward his colleagues, who’d already dashed across the chamber, out of sight.

Blightey strolled after them, using the Ebon Staff like an old man’s walking stick, rapping it against the stone as he went. The leash pulled taut, and Nils stumbled in his wake.

The feeders grew frenzied, shrieking and snapping at the air, but they never came within an inch of the silver sphere.

The instant the Lich Lord stepped into the chamber, two dwarves flung themselves at him, slashing with their swords. The blades sparked and flew from their hands. The third dwarf had hold of the top rung of a ladder that led down through the floor.

Blightey raised his hand and splayed the fingers.

Nils’s ears popped, and at first he couldn’t work out what had happened.

The three dwarves were frozen in position—one in a half turn toward a tunnel opposite the one they’d entered by; the second locked into a gawping stare; the third paused in his descent of the ladder.

“Well, well, well,” Blightey said. “Whatever could lie below?” He cast a look down the hole. “Presumably the other side of the rock fall. Imagine! Very soon the feeders we left outside will have cleared a passage and will start pouring through to lap up those poor dwarves who thought they’d gotten away. Just think of the dismay when more feeders come streaming down this ladder. I must confess, I feel a bit of a cheat. What do you think, Nils? Am I being unfair?”

Nils couldn’t think of what to say to that, but before he could even try, half a dozen or more dwarves came charging out of the other corridor.

Blightey merely released his grip on the staff and it hung there in midair. A cloud of purplish vapors spilled from its tip and billowed over the dwarves. Their screams resonated around the chamber and made Nils sick to the stomach. When the cloud dispersed, all that was left of them was pools of pinkish ooze that bubbled and squelched.

“Now,” Blightey said, snatching the staff from the air and turning to watch the feeders lope into the chamber, “it would of course be more sporting to release the other three—”

Before he could finish, the feeders surged out of the tunnel to tear into the motionless dwarves, and the chamber was packed with slavering jaws.

Nils was an island in his silver sphere, which looked like it could wink out of existence if he so much as sneezed.

Blightey chuckled away as the feeders bounced off whenever they touched the magical shield, and the air around Nils fizzed and popped, smelling like it did after a thunderstorm.

Blood splashed the walls, flesh was devoured, bones were crunched, and then the dwarf on the ladder had his arms ripped off, and he fell.

Nils heard the splattering thud even above the feeding frenzy. It was immediately followed by a chorus of screams from the cavern below.

 




TWENTY-EIGHT

NAMELESS

Grok the Garrote left a trail of blood with each scraping drag of his feet, but it did nothing to stop him taking the lead. Duck was beside him—probably to catch him if he fell, but he’d never dare tell Grok that. The cutthroat looked every inch a shambling corpse from where the feeders had ripped into him with tooth and claw, but he still exuded enough anger to fuel a couple of major wars.

Nameless was tucked in right behind Targ, lost in the ruminations of his black dog mood. The fluctuations were getting harder to predict, and it made him doubt his ability to make good on his self-imposed duty to protect the dwarves.

It didn’t help having Kal right behind him. The Ravine Guard might have altered his tune since the circle fight, but people didn’t change that easily. Least of all people like Kal. He was a good enough lad, in his way, a career soldier who lived for his orders; but it seemed to Nameless that Kal expected too much of others, needed them to be perfect.

Old Moary was behind Kal. The councilor had insisted on coming, even though his talents were needed more among the people. He’d gotten it into his head that he was one of “the Seven,” the stalwart defenders of the survivors of Arx Gravis.

That left just Jaym, sullen as a gloaming sky, trudging at the rear of Targ’s group of four sappers, each of whom was heavily laden with packs and tools.

Targ drew up so suddenly, Nameless walked right into him. The old sapper held up a hand as he peered at the wall to his left.

Kal muttered something and pushed on by.

Up ahead, Grok and Duck hadn’t even noticed, and continued without a backward glance.

The rest of the group filtered past Nameless and kept on going.

Targ watched them and shook his head. “Ain’t exactly attentive now, are they?”

“Moary,” Nameless called, but the councilor may as well have been deaf.

Jaym turned back. “Want me to tell them to stop?”

“Might earn you a drink,” Nameless said.

The baresark glowered but then forced a smile, which if anything was scarier than his scowl. “Hold up, shoggers, before I cut your balls off and feed them to you with your own shit for sauce!” he roared.

“Nice,” Nameless said. “I like your style.” He turned back to Targ. “What is it?”

“Would’ve thought Droom’s son would’ve spotted this.”

“It’s a wall, Targ, just like we’ve been passing since we left the cavern.”

“Is it?”

Nameless pressed his face to the rock and squinted. “Yep.”

Targ tutted and led him back a few feet. “Look again, only this time, cross your eyes.”

“Cross them how?”

“Like this.” Targ put a finger in front of the bridge of Nameless’s nose. “Stare at my finger and see what’s beyond it.”

There was nothing but a blur. Nameless was about to give up, but then he saw it: a hairline crack in the shape of a rectangle. Set at about chest height, there was another, smaller, rectangle inside the first, maybe six inches across and twelve from top to bottom.

“It’s a concealed door,” he said, suddenly feeling very dense.

Targ shook his head. “And to think, you a miner’s son and all.”

“Too much time on the surface,” Nameless said. “And not enough carrots.”

“Maybe your eyes just got used to seeing nothing but arse.”

Nameless looked around as the others came plodding back, looking for the cause of the hold up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You and the councilor. I seen the way you look at her.”

“Cordy? Don’t be ridiculous. Do you have any idea what I did? Shog, Targ, you haven’t got a clue about women, have you?”

“All I can say is what I see.”

Targ reached out a hand to stroke the rock of the concealed door, but the instant his fingers touched the rough surface, it flickered with an eerie blue light and vanished. In its place there was a smooth rectangle of ocras, and where the smaller outline had been, there was a panel, upon which were two studs, one green, the other red.

“Well shog me for a deep gnome,” Targ said.

That was miner-speak for faen. Nameless remembered his pa using it on occasion.

“Well, whoopee shogging doo,” Grok said, shouldering Targ out of the way and holding his hand above the panel. “A magic door. Now, let me guess. Hmmm, this is a tough one. Oh, yeah, red closes the door, so green must open it.” He jabbed a finger toward the green stud, but Nameless caught his wrist.

“Idiot. This was designed by the faen. What is it they’re known for?”

“Shogged if I know,” Grok said, “but you just got yourself a whole new level of trouble.”

With the speed of a striking snake, his dagger struck at Nameless. Paxy swung up of her own accord and deflected the blade. Before Grok could try again, Duck was in between them with his shield raised.

“Don’t be a shogger, Grok.”

“What?” Grok said. “You want some, too? He disrespected me.”

“Disrespect this,” Jaym growled, and slammed the hilt of his sword into Grok’s head.

Grok must have bitten his tongue, because blood dribbled from his mouth. His eyes rolled, he half-snarled, then he dropped like a stone.

“Oh,” Nameless said, not knowing whether he was more surprised than disappointed. “I thought he’d—”

“Nah,” Jaym said. “Anger don’t make you a baresark.”

“No?” Old Moary said. “Then what does?”

Jaym looked him in the eye, and Old Moary took a step back. “Madness,” the baresark said.

Targ was frowning at the studs and rubbing his beard. “Green to open, red to close. Makes sense, but the faen would know that and use it as a trap.”

“So, press red,” Kal said, removing his helm so he could run his fingers through his flattened and sweat-drenched hair.

“But what if they know we know they’d try to trap us?” Old Moary said.

“Good point,” Duck said, “but we are rather assuming it’s a trap.”

“Bound to be,” Targ said. “From what I hear, those shoggers don’t do nothing but trick folk and lead them to their doom. S’pose I could dig around, try to pry this panel off.” He fished out a chisel and wedged it underneath the cover plate. “P’r’aps I can disarm it.”

“If there is a trap,” Duck said.

“Well, if there ain’t, there’s no harm done, is there, son?”

Old Moary shuffled nervously from foot to foot. “Now, let’s not be rash. Why don’t we sit down and—”

“Debate, debate, till it’s too late,” Stupid’s voice came piping down the tunnel. “No time for talking, ’cause death’s still stalking. What’s the delay? We must be on our… Oh.”

The fool noticed the ocras door and the panel. He continued to work his mouth, as if he might yet utter the final word of his rhyme, but then he dashed up to the panel and pressed the green button.

A collective gasp went up from the group, but it turned to a sigh of relief as the door rose into the ceiling.

“How did you—?” Nameless started to ask, but Stupid silenced him with a raised finger and a sparkling glare. “A simple ‘thank you’ would be nice, as rice, but not lice. Pass the cheese, I’ll have a slice.”

Nameless frowned. He had a hundred and one things he wanted to ask the idiot, but Targ had already put away his chisel and stepped through the doorway.

“Wait here,” Nameless told the others, and he followed the sapper inside.

Targ was beaming like a child at a cake stand. He twirled around, arms spread wide. “It’s a forge,” he said. “And what a forge!”

He was right about that. It was a massive chamber with walls that were plastered smooth. There must have been half a hundred anvils dotted about the floor space, and great hooks hung from the ceiling, holding tongs and hammers, bevels and chisels. Here and there, grilles were set into the ceiling, presumably for ventilation. A bewildering array of fullers was laid out along the right-hand wall, each with intricate grooves and hollows for moldings of great complexity. In an alcove beyond that, there was a vast stack of ingots and a pile of unrefined ore.

A forge dominated the left wall, a sizable bronze pipe leading beneath it and attached to the biggest bellows Nameless had ever seen. The forge itself was covered with a sheet of ocras, and there were two studs beside it, one red, one green, like those on the door panel outside.

Adjacent to the forge, there was a granite slack tub, its interior green-stained and riddled with cobwebs. It looked like no one had plunged red-hot metal into its cooling water for ages beyond reckoning.

Nameless caught sight of a cast iron tube set atop a carriage-like contraption with two wooden wheels. “What the shog is that?” he asked.

Targ didn’t even look as he answered. “That’s a cannon.” He was already reaching for the studs on the forge.

“Cannon?”

“Used to read about them as a boy. Pack one end full of black powder, ram a big rock down the other, and boom! Works even better with incendiaries.” He nodded to a stack of metal balls behind the cannon.

Targ pressed the green stud and the ocras cover slid back to reveal a deep tray, also made from the black ore. There were tiny vents all along its base, which was coated with knobs of hard rock.

“Needs a good clean,” Targ said, “but I’d bet my knackers it still works.” He promptly pulled out his chisel and started scraping away at the rocky buildup in the tray.

“What’s this?” Nameless asked, spotting a brass wheel on the wall beside the forge.

“Faucet,” Targ grunted as he worked. “But for shog’s sake don’t turn it while I’m bent over the tray.”

When he was finished, Targ cast his eyes about then rushed off to a corner, returning with a brush and a pan. He swept the debris from the forge tray and stood back to admire his work.

“You any good at smithing?”

Nameless took down a hammer and gave a resounding bang to an anvil. “I’m a dwarf, aren’t I?”

“You tell me, son.”

Nameless tugged on his ever-lengthening beard. It seemed a lifetime ago when he’d had his hair shaved as a badge of shame. A beard was the mark of a dwarf, so he believed. There were always shoggers like Winso who thought they were trend setters just having a mustache; but the length of a dwarf’s beard was often the measure of the man… or woman.

“Yes,” he said a little doubtfully. And then with more conviction, “Yes, I’m a dwarf, and yes, I can bloody well smith.”

“Good.”

Targ turned the faucet, and the vents in the base of the tray began to spit steam.

“What’s going on in there?” Old Moary asked, poking his head through the doorway. “Oh, my word!”

The others pressed inside, the sappers nodding and commenting on tools and implements, Kal and Duck examining the cannon.

Stupid wandered around with, appropriately enough, a big stupid grin on his face.

Jaym peeked through the opening, snorted, and then remained outside.

“Pressure’s building,” Targ said. “And here she goes.”

The stench of sulfur filled the air, then thick red fluid bubbled up from the vents, filling the basin with molten lava.

“Give us a good blow of the bellows,” Targ said, rubbing his hands together.

Nameless obliged, and the lava seethed.

“Lads,” Targ called to the sappers, “fetch us some of those ingots.” He stripped down to the waist and was reaching for a pair of tongs, when they heard the first screams.

“It’s coming from the cavern,” Jaym yelled, his footsteps pounding away down the tunnel.

“Shog,” Nameless cursed and ran for the door. “Kal and Duck, with me. The rest of you, stay here.”

“I’m coming,” Old Moary said, brandishing his hatchet and rushing from the room.

“Shog it,” Targ said, snatching up a forge hammer. “Me too. Can’t have this ‘Seven’ of yours being only six. Someone better wake Grok.”

Grok was already groaning on his hands and knees when they emerged from the forge. “What’s up? What’s that shogging noise?”

“Trouble,” Nameless called over his shoulder as he ran past.

“Now you’re talking!” Grok recovered in an instant and overtook Nameless, hurtling down the tunnel like a demon.

Nameless’s worst fears spun through his mind. What if they were too late? What if the feeders had found a way in? What if he never saw Cordy again? Not that he had a right to care.

“Only drawback with this… shield,” Duck said from beside him, “it’s a shogging bitch… to run with.”

Nameless had barely turned the first bend when he ran into a ragged column of dwarves fleeing toward him. Jaym and Grok were barging their way through, but their progress had slowed to a crawl.

“Out of the shogging way,” Grok spat, “or I’ll stick you.”

“Coming through!” Nameless bellowed, and charged straight at the lead dwarf on the left.

The man started and flung himself to the right, and those behind followed suit.

Jaym adopted the same strategy, striding ahead like an unstoppable avalanche.

Grok hopped angrily from foot to foot in the baresark’s wake. They were making better headway, but it wasn’t fast enough for him.

When they reached the mouth of the cavern, Nameless spotted Cordy ushering the panicked crowd two by two into the tunnel.

Terrible screams, screams that went on far longer than they should have, echoed about the cavern, but above it all, Nameless could hear blood-curdling screeches, the rending of flesh, and the crunching of bone.

As he pushed through into the cave proper, he saw a cluster of feeders pooling around the base of the ladder on the far side, while an endless stream of them climbed down from above. Their clawed feet splashed through the spreading sea of crimson, within which half-eaten limbs and gnawed bones stood out like flotsam.

A team of crossbowmen had formed up behind the carts, aiming toward the tunnel they’d first entered by. Nameless hoped they hadn’t seen what he thought they’d seen.

Confirmation was a heartbeat behind when a mass of feeders burst from the entrance tunnel in a frenzy of bloodlust. The first feeders fell to a hail of quarrels, and those immediately behind stopped to consume them. The rest surged over their kin like a monstrous wave and bore down upon the carts.

“The children!” Cordy screamed.

Nameless followed her gaze to the foot of the ladder, where a pack of feeders had surrounded a couple of dozen screaming kids. The children’s escape route had been cut off by the beasts that had just slaughtered their parents, and they were being backed into the swell of feeders still spilling down from above.

He hesitated, looking from the carts to the children. If the barricade was breached, everything was lost, and yet…

“You and me go,” Duck said, making Nameless’s mind up for him. “The rest of you, to the carts.”

Jaym, Kal, Grok, and Targ sprinted for the makeshift barricade, even as another volley of crossbow bolts slammed into the attackers. If it hadn’t been for the feeders’ cannibalistic nature forcing them to stop and eat their own dead, they’d have swamped the defenders in no time. As it was, their feasting gave the crossbowmen time to reload and Old Moary enough time to shamble into position beside his comrades. He looked haggard, Nameless thought as he ran after Duck. Should have made him stay behind.

Duck slammed his shield into the back of a feeder, spun, and bashed another in the face.

Nameless arrived just in time to cut one down as it leapt at a boy. He hacked left and right, black spray splashing his forearms; but then the screaming went up a notch as feeders started leaping from the ladder straight on top of the children. Red blood joined black, and Nameless bellowed in frustrated rage, tears spilling from his eyes and blurring his vision.

“The ladder!” Duck cried, crushing a feeder’s skull with his mace.

“Got you, laddie,” Nameless said, and flung Paxy with all his might.

The air whistled as the Axe of the Dwarf Lords arced above the fray and sliced right through the top of the ladder. It did little more than knock out a rung or two, and still the feeders came down. Paxy returned to his hand with a dejected purr.

“If there’s any more juice in you, lassie, now would be good,” Nameless said, shaking the haft.

Duck backed against the cave wall, two kids behind him and the protection of his shield. Feeders crashed against the steel time and time again, but there was no give in it.

“To me,” Duck cried to the rest of the kids. “Get behind me.”

A couple more made it, but there was no chance for the others. In desperation, Nameless threw Paxy at the ladder again, but this time he didn’t stay to watch. Unarmed and despairing, he charged into the pack assailing the children, punching, kicking, biting, elbowing. All he saw was a blur of teeth and claws. His fists met with satisfying crunches and cracks. Faces split, limbs snapped, and black blood spurted; but it wasn’t enough. It could never be enough.

“No!” he screamed, lashing out with everything he had. If he was just stronger, faster, bigger, even, he might save one child. Just one.

Claws raked his arms, tore at his mail shirt. Jaws fastened on his calf, but he dislodged them with a blow that crushed the feeder’s skull. More and more of the creatures threw themselves at him, until he was spinning, throwing them, beating them off, and panting so much his lungs were ready to burst.

Duck was down on one knee, holding out against a mountain of feeders gnashing and slashing, seeking some way through to the children he protected.

A fierce hammering and a metallic ringing reverberated around the cavern, distracting the feeders and giving Nameless enough room to back up beside Duck.

“That all of them?” he asked, hardly daring to look at the four surviving kids.

“All I could save,” Duck said, his face streaked with tears. “All I could save.”

Paxy was whirling and spinning in midair, chopping apart the ladder rung by rung.

Dozens of feeders plummeted to their deaths until finally the flow stopped.

The axe circled away, heading back to Nameless. At first, he thought she was going to singlehandedly hack into the rest of the feeders massed before him and Duck, but her flight stuttered, and she clattered nosily to the ground.

Nameless reached for her, but a feeder snapped at his hand and he withdrew it. Another leaped, but Duck bashed it aside with his mace.

“Reckon we’re about shogged,” Duck said.

Paxy shook and rattled her way along the ground, dragging herself closer to Nameless. He tried to reach her again, but the feeders pressed forward.

Duck brained one with his mace and shoved his shield in another’s face. Nameless took the opportunity and lunged for Paxy, gripping her haft and swinging her in a wild arc that drove the feeders back.

“Go,” he told Duck. “Get those kids out of here.”

“I’m not gonna argue with that,” Duck said.

Nameless didn’t see if he made it. He just bundled straight into the pack, chopping with wild abandon.

“Duck?” he cried. “Duck, you through yet?”

There was no answer, which only made Nameless rage more. He danced a furious jig of death, thundering a two-fisted axe blow right through the midriff of a feeder and immediately reversing the stroke to take the head from another.

Claws grabbed him from behind, but he stamped down on a foot so hard he heard the bones crack. He spun round and drove his head into the creature’s chest, goring it with the horns on his helm.

Paxy started to throb and purr, drawing strength from his bloodlust. Together, they fought in sublime ecstasy, a purple patch of killing that he’d not felt since Arx Gravis. Only, this one was cleaner. This one he had no doubts about.

He gored another through the shoulder, back-fisted a snarling maw, cleft a skull with a perfectly timed one-handed strike and… stood dumbfounded. They were dead. Feeders were heaped up all around him like a gory knoll.

“Shog,” Nameless muttered to himself. “Don’t know my own strength.”

But then he saw Jaym standing over a pile of the fallen, broadsword dripping with black blood. Kal was clutching his arm, hand a bloody mess. Old Moary was relatively unscathed, but his hatchet was as black as the false Paxa Boraga. The councilor’s face, though, was ashen, his breaths shallow and ragged.

“Duck?” Nameless said.

“Made it back to the tunnel with kids in tow,” Kal said. “Now we need to go.”

“Grok?” Nameless looked over toward the barricade.

The crossbowmen fired one more volley then jumped down from the carts and sprinted for the tunnel the rest of the dwarves had fled down.

The feeders were upon the carts in a flash, tearing through the tarps and ripping into anything vaguely edible, be it salted meats, herbs, sacks of grain, even kegs of mead.

That shogged Nameless right off. He growled and prepared to charge.

“No,” Jaym said. “Not here. We’re still needed.”

The baresark was right. There were just too many of them, and hundreds more continued to pour into the cavern. It was incredible the defenders had held for so long.

Already, the feeders were tiring of the carts and turning their questing mouths toward the Seven, or rather the four standing together.

“Oh my shog,” Nameless said. “Where’s Targ?”

“Trying to get that shogger Cairn to leave,” Kal said. “Grok’s got his back, which is a miracle by itself.”

“We’re not leaving without them,” Nameless said, starting toward the carts.

Grok burst out of a canopy and leaped at the nearest feeder, stabbing with the same relentless fury he’d displayed earlier. Targ was out next, clambering down from the cart and running toward the group with a clutch of feeders on his tail.

“Run!” Old Moary cried, his voice hoarse.

“Come on!” Kal yelled.

Grok hamstringed one of the feeders. The other turned on him, but he punched his buckler repeatedly into its head until it dropped to the ground, quivering and twitching.

More of the creatures sprang onto the carts, forming up into a howling, screeching mass with an endless tide behind them. Others ripped into the goats and tore them apart.

“Get out of here!” Targ yelled. “He’s gonna blow it. Shog, he’s gonna blow—”

Time slowed to a crawl. Targ’s words sounded like they came from underwater. The feeders pawed the air, as though it were treacle, their ululating cries eerily distant.

A blinding flash burst from one of the carts, and an ear-splitting boom shook the volcano right down to its roots. Stalactites fell like stony spears, crashing to the ground in showers of dust.

Everyone was running for the tunnel, even as the roof collapsed and the feeders were buried beneath a mountain of rubble.

“Nameless!” someone screamed from back amid the chaos.

Nameless turned as he reached the tunnel entrance. There was dust and smoke everywhere, and the air was thick with sulfurous fumes. The ceiling over one half of the cavern had totally caved in, and the section nearest the tunnel looked set to go at any second. A spider web of cracks split the stone like a jigsaw.

“Nameless!” the voice came again.

“Nils? Nils, is that you?”

He caught a glimpse of the boy surrounded by a glimmering silver sphere. The Lich Lord floated down beside Nils on a disk of pure darkness and clouted him on the head with the Ebon Staff.

Nameless roared and started to run to his friend’s aid, but Paxy suddenly felt like an anchor, dragging him to the ground. He tried to lift her, but she wouldn’t budge. She was shuddering violently and rattling her way back toward the tunnel.

Blightey began to drift closer on his shadowy disk. His eyes burned like pools of lava, and he held the staff aloft, wisps of black smoke rolling from its tip, questing, reaching for Paxy.

“Nils!” Nameless cried again, but he was answered by a groaning rumble, a series of cracks and splits, and then the rest of the ceiling came down in an avalanche of rock.

Strong hands grabbed his shoulders and tugged him into the tunnel. Paxy gave no protest, and he dragged her with him, light as a feather.

“I saw Nils,” Nameless told Targ as they leaned against the tunnel wall, panting. “I saw him.”

Shog only knew if the lad could have survived the collapse of the roof. It seemed too much to hope for.

Blightey, however, was bound to emerge unscathed. The skull, at the very least, was as impervious as ocras. Nameless knew that much from Verusia.

“Yeah,” Targ said, “the lad Cairn found in them woods by the lake. That’s just great. Cairn, on the other hand, is shogged to shite.”

“Poor old Cairn,” Nameless said.

The scout might have hated his guts, but when all was said and done, he’d given his life to save the rest of them.

“Poor Cairn, my buttocks!” Targ grumbled. “Shogger used up the last of our black powder.”

 




TWENTY-NINE

ILESA

Ilesa’s arse was on fire, and not in the sense that shogging dwarf would have meant. The more she walked along the main tunnel into the volcano, the more the skin pulled and split. She knew it was blistered like overcooked bacon. Warm fluid oozed down the back of her legs beneath her frazzled pants.

Another second and she’d have been toast. Change! she’d screamed at herself. And she had—right at the moment the heat hit her from behind. The dragon’s maw had all but engulfed her when she zipped between its teeth in the form of a gnat. The choice had been inspired. The dragon’s jaws had crashed together with so much force, she’d spun in a terrifying swirl of released breath. She’d glimpsed the look of bewilderment on the great beast’s face and laughed with elation as its eyes flicked about, trying to locate its prey. But that elation had turned to agony the instant she reached the volcano and changed back. The seat of her pants was smoldering, one buttock completely exposed and sizzling audibly.

It looked like the tunnel had been bored out with a giant corkscrew. Dark veins flecked with green gleamed eerily along the walls. The way ahead was mostly blocked by a rock fall, but the narrowest of openings had been cleared—a precarious arch that looked set to collapse at the slightest touch.

The ground was stained with black ichor, and here and there were fragments of bone, stripped bare. She was about to step on a rock when she saw a gaping mouth rimmed with needle-point teeth. She withdrew her foot with a start and almost lost her balance.

It was the severed head of a feeder.

She peered closer and saw that it hadn’t been a clean cut, either, as if the head had been bitten off, no doubt by the creature’s frenzied companions. The only question was, why hadn’t they consumed it, like they had everything else? Urgent orders? Or perhaps it had just been hidden among the debris.

Ilesa’s guts seethed as though they held a nest of vipers. What was she doing following these things? Even if she caught up with Nils and Blightey, what could she do? She fingered the ocras pen in her pocket as she inched her way toward the opening.

On closer inspection, the rough arch looked sturdier than she’d first thought, although she didn’t relish putting it to the test. She strafed between the two sides, careful not to make any contact. The rocks were stacked like a poorly constructed drystone wall, and the ceiling of the arch was a crushing death just waiting to happen.

The frayed leather of her pants snagged on something, and she had to reach behind to rip it free. She held her breath for a moment and only released it when the arch didn’t collapse.

Squeezing through the remainder of the gap into the tunnel beyond, she found a low ledge she could sit on and sighed as she took the weight off her feet.

“Shog!” she screamed. “Aaaaarrrrgh!” The pain from her blistered backside was excruciating. Her cries echoed back at her, bouncing around the knobbed and pitted walls and flinging themselves out into the receding daylight.

The only thing for it was to grit her teeth and press on.

Modifying her gait to a foot-scraping limp eased the tension on her butt cheek but hardly filled her with confidence. She was used to silent movement, keeping to the shadows, sneaking up on her victims with all the advantages that offered. That was ninety percent of her skill right there, the secret of her success. That, and her ruthlessness when it came to getting the job done.

So why, she asked herself, was Ilesa the pitiless, Ilesa the self-serving coward, lurching through a lava vent to rescue an idiot she could stand about as much as that stunted bastard of a dwarf and his whore? If she’d listened to her gut from the first, she could have been relaxing in a hot bath back in Malfen by now. Except the water would be lukewarm and brackish, and she’d probably have to share the tub with a legion of rats.

Each time she’d tried to leave, she couldn’t quite do it. Oh, she’d gotten herself lost, confused by the shifting landscape, but there was more to it than that. Much as it pained her to admit it, she felt empty whenever she set off alone. It was as if Nameless and Nils were abandoning her, rather than the other way round. It didn’t matter how much she told herself she hated the dwarf, that she couldn’t care less if he’d found himself some bearded trollop; she knew she was only kidding herself. She missed his easygoing company. She missed his unconditional acceptance, even when she screwed up. She even missed the fact that he found her attractive, despite her having to make some distasteful cosmetic alterations to suit his tastes.

And Nils: sulky, whiny, annoying, pillock-faced Nils. It didn’t take a genius to work out why she couldn’t leave him to his fate. Ilesa might have been blessed with many gifts, not least of which was her ability to shape-shift, but she’d also received a curse as good as a death warrant: a conscience that still wouldn’t let her rest for failing her brother.

The corridor widened into a vast cavern where she was confronted with another rock fall. This one was far worse than the first. Whole stalactites had dropped from the ceiling to shatter across the ground. Chunks of rock big enough to crush a house were stacked in mountainous piles, and jutting out from under them were arms and legs, torsos and heads.

And they weren’t all feeders, either. Some of them were dwarves, blood-splattered and squashed flat.

Ilesa stiffened at the sight of a bashed and broken baby, its limbs all askance; and dotted among the debris, the shattered bodies of children intermingled with the grey corpses of feeders.

She surveyed the wreckage with a heavy heart, stifling the tears that were building pressure behind her eyes. She couldn’t give sway to her emotions. Not now, not when things were so desperate. One tear, and a torrent would follow; and then she’d be no good to anyone. She was an assassin. She was strong. No, a much better response than tears was anger. Someone was going to pay for this, and that someone was a creepy bastard with a face like a three-day-old cadaver’s and a twisted black staff. He was the one controlling the feeders, and he was the one who had Nils.

But there was no way she was going to be able to climb over so much rubble. Across the center of the cavern, it was piled all the way to the ceiling. Perhaps if she backtracked down the tunnel, she could explore the smaller vents higher up the volcano.

She cast a look over the devastation and caught sight of an iron ladder sticking out above the rocks. It was set into the wall and led all the way up to the ceiling and beyond. If she could get up there, maybe she could find another way down, past the wreckage, and pick up the trail again. The only trouble was, half the rungs were broken.

Steeling herself with anger, Ilesa clambered over the rubble until she reached the ladder and took hold of both sides. Assuming her upper body strength held out, she’d be able to find footholds on the rough rock wall wherever the rungs were too damaged to be of any use.

Hand over hand she went, wincing at the pain now radiating down her hip. She told herself it would make her stronger, and soon enough she was scaling the ladder with determined fury. Much of it was slick with black blood, which made her grip slip once or twice. She rubbed it off against her bodice and struggled on upward.

The crash of rocks drew her eyes to the far side of the cavern. Debris fell away from a silver sphere of light, and within it she could see Nils, checking himself over for injuries.

Then the Lich Lord reared up beside him, Silas’s long coat smothered with rock dust. One of his legs was bent backward at an impossible angle, and his left shoulder appeared dislocated. He still held the black staff, and directed its tip to his broken leg, which immediately started to straighten. As he touched the staff to his shoulder, Blightey looked in Ilesa’s direction, eyes flaring crimson. He aimed the staff at her, and a bolt of blackness shot forth.

Ilesa twisted aside, and rocks exploded from the wall. She resumed her climb, redoubling her efforts and ignoring the pain. She flicked a look back at Blightey.

This time, he was weaving his hand through the air, and sickly green tendrils fanned out from his fingertips. As he drew back his arm, Ilesa reached the opening in the ceiling and launched herself through it, tumbling onto a rocky floor.

She found herself in a rough oval chamber formed from the same pitted rock as the one below. Twisting tunnels wound away at intervals. The ceiling was so low she had to stoop, and that did nothing to ease her pain. She made her way into the tunnel that seemed to run above the cavern she’d climbed up from.

She’d gone no farther than the first bend when she pulled up sharp. Up ahead, no more than a dozen yards, she was confronted with the backs of feeders jammed tightly in the passageway. They appeared to be making hard work of it, as none of them would give ground. It seemed they all wanted to be first to the feast.

Now what? she wondered, pressing herself flat against the wall. She could hardly take them all on, even from behind and with the element of surprise. Not that she’d have much of that once she started limping toward them, scraping the ground as she went.

One of the feeders at the rear craned its neck in her direction, its gaping mouth twitching as if it were filtering the air. It gurgled something, and the others began to turn.

“Crap,” Ilesa whispered, looking over her shoulder and estimating her chances if she ran for it. Zero to none, she reckoned, what with the low ceiling forcing her to bend almost double, and the crippling pain in her arse and hip.

Even if she could run, where would she go? She’d seen the feeders in action, knew how quick they were, and how relentless.

She had to find the strength to change again. It was her only hope.

One of the feeders broke away from the pack and loped toward her. Two more followed, and then the tide turned, and those pressed into the tunnel started forcing their way in her direction.

The lead feeder tried to run, claws outstretched, maw gaping, but the ones behind slammed into it in a hurry to reach Ilesa first. They came on more slowly after that, howling their desperate hunger.

As they drew closer, Ilesa racked her brains for the best thing to turn into. Her guts lurched with the effort. The well was dry, so very dry, and yet she had to transform, for everyone’s sake, or, failing that, at least her own.

She started to turn into the gnat again—after all, it had saved her from the dragons.

But then she had a better idea.

At least she hoped it was.

The front two feeders lunged for her, screaming their hunger, and Ilesa threw up her arms to protect her face, even as she started to change.

 




THIRTY

NAMELESS

Just south of the forge, broad steps had been cut into the tunnel floor. On one side, they fell away into a vast abyss where, hundreds of feet below, a torpidly flowing lake of lava bubbled and hissed. Scouts reported back that the steps continued deeper into the roots of the volcano for at least half a mile. The gradient was steady, and the steps deep enough for families to set up camps on them.

The survivors of Arx Gravis made for a sorry sight, huddled in tiers down the passage, coughing, weeping, groaning, and complaining. The councilors moved among them offering platitudes, and Old Moary set up a triage for the injured. Mostly it was the crossbowmen who’d suffered bites and scratches, but others had picked up minor cuts and bruises along the way. A few of the older dwarves had different problems—swollen joints, shortness of breath, ulcerous wounds. Some were clearly in need of palliative care.

Nameless sat gloomily at the top of the steps, the clamor of the forge ringing in his ears. Farther up the tunnel, Jaym and the baresarks maintained a rearguard, in case the feeders broke through. Each time Nameless looked beyond them, back toward the collapsed cavern, he felt a chill invade his bones.

The mere thought of the Lich Lord did that to him, and it didn’t help knowing Blightey had Nils in his clutches. The things that monster had done in Verusia were too vile to dwell upon. Nameless only hoped the thrill of the chase was keeping Blightey from doing them to Nils. Assuming the cave-in hadn’t killed the Lich Lord, of course. But that was just wishful thinking.

[It’s the staff,] a voice said in his head. [Making you despair.]

Nameless pounded his ears like a swimmer trying to get the water out.

[I feel it, too. The staff hunts me. It has always hunted me, ever since we were sent to this world.]

“Paxy?”

[Forgive me, I have proven a coward.]

“Not so, lassie. Not so.” Although, it had been troubling Nameless that she’d prevented him from aiding Nils. She’d been scared, nothing more than that. He’d felt her fear coursing through his veins. “What is it about that shogging staff? Why does it scare you so?”

The axe shifted in his grip, nestling closer for comfort. [He is unhinged. Has been ever since Witandos formed us and sent us here.]

“The Supernal Father?”

[Lord of the Supernal Realm,] Paxy said in his mind. Her voice grew in clarity, took on more substance. It had a peculiar piping quality.

“And Witandos gave you… life?” Nameless had to raise his voice. He could barely hear himself over the clanging and pounding from the forge.

[We already had life. All he did was meld our souls with his eldritch creations. But we should focus on our predicament. Your friend Targ is wrong. We should keep going, get as far away as possible.]

Nameless was inclined to agree, but he’d been the one to put Targ in charge, and he wasn’t about to depose him now.

The old sapper was convinced running would get them all killed. There were too many lava vents through which the feeders could come at any given moment. Each encounter depleted the dwarves more, and yet there seemed to be no end to Blightey’s carnivorous army.

The forge doors had given Targ a different idea. They were constructed of solid ocras and would have probably still stood in place even if the entire volcano exploded around them. The forge itself was most likely backed with ocras, an impenetrable defense against a lava flow. Indeed, Targ theorized that the entire volcano was riddled with tubes and vents designed to direct magma from an eruption into reservoirs at various heights. If the plans they’d made for Mount Sartis were anything to go by, even the summit was likely to be a dwarf-made caldera of ocras, a basin that would keep the lava in its molten state, ready to direct throughout the interior for heating and fueling whatever powered the strange lore these ancient dwarves must have learned from the faen. Targ had no doubt they’d picked up a thing or two. The evidence was in the door control, but he was certain there was a whole lot more yet to be discovered.

“Targ sees this as our best chance,” Nameless said. “A sort of last stand. With the forge operational, he can seal off the north end of the tunnel and make enough weapons for everyone to be armed. He even plans to get that cannon working.”

Targ might have read about such weapons in the myths and legends of Arnoch, but actually getting one to fire was another thing. Still, if anyone could manage it, it was him.

[It may be that the feeders will still find a way in. This could be our tomb.]

“Not exactly the voice of optimism, are we, lassie? But fair’s fair. Have to say I agree with you, at least in part. But what would you have me do, wrest control from Targ? He has the Council’s support, you know.”

[Dwarves don’t need councils. They need a king, someone to make the hard decisions for them.]

“Way I remember it,” Nameless said, “your King Arios would have done just what Targ is doing. He didn’t exactly turn tail and flee.”

[And look where it got him.]

“Point taken, lassie; but I’m not so sure I trust my own judgment on this. Not after what happened back at Arx Gravis.”

[That was before you had me. I can guide you.]

A shudder passed along Nameless’s spine. The black axe had said more or less the same thing. Maybe it was something about magical weapons in general, or maybe there was just too much in common between the demonic axe and the true Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“I gave my allegiance to Targ, lassie, and no amount of talking with you is going to change that.”

[But the staff—]

“No,” Nameless said with a finality that brooked no argument.

Paxy grew heavy in his grasp, so much so that he set her down on the ground.

“So, tell me,” Nameless sought to change the subject. “What manner of life did you have before becoming an axe?”

No answer.

“Were you a spirit? An angel?” A demon, perhaps.

[Dwarf,] she said. [I was a dwarf, all right? Are we done now?]

“Aye, lassie.” Nameless gave her a reassuring pat. “We’re done.”

A dwarf where, though? The Supernal Realm? What kind of dwarves did they have there?

He tried to lie back on the hard ground and rest his head, but one of the broken links on his hauberk pressed into his back. Grumbling, he sat up and tried to pull the chainmail over his head, but his shoulders were too stiff from swinging the axe, and his lower back still throbbed from where Jaym had hit him.

He was about to give up, when Cordy came up the steps and gave him the same look she used to give Thumil when she felt the need to mother him.

“Come on, let me give you a hand with that.”

She knelt down beside him and began fiddling with the straps. “Helps if you loosen them first.”

“Can’t be shogged with that,” Nameless said, relaxing and letting her do the work.

“Arms over your head.”

When Nameless complied, he grunted as pain needled its way up his spine and something crunched in his shoulder.

“Dear, dear, quite the poorly one, aren’t we?”

“I feel it,” Nameless said. “This old body’s been through the mill of late.”

Cordy pulled the armor over his head and dumped it on the floor. She got behind him and put her hands on his shoulders, kneading away the stiffness.

“Your back’s as hairy as Thumil’s,” she said. “That man was like a bear.”

“Cordy…” Nameless started, feeling uncomfortable at the mention of his friend and erstwhile commander.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I’m trying. Trying to understand what you did. Trying to get through the…” She broke off, a note of distress entering her voice.

[Oh, you poor dear!] Paxy said, the scorn as plain as day.

Nameless kicked his chainmail over the axe, hoping it would shut her up. He wanted to ask what had gotten into her, but explaining a talking axe to Cordy was more than he was capable of right now.

“Lie on your front,” Cordy said with a sniff.

Nameless craned his neck to look at her, but she took hold of his head and turned it away.

Shrugging, he did as he was told.

Cordy pressed her palms along the sides of his spine until he cried out when she touched the lumbar region, where the pain was most intense.

“That’ll teach you to turn your back on a baresark.”

“Thanks for that, lassie,” Nameless said. “I’d never have thought of it by myself.”

She whacked him playfully on the head and proceeded to work her hands up his back.

Nameless groaned with pleasure as little spasms radiated outward to his limbs.

Cordy started to focus on his shoulder blades, digging in with her thumbs and breaking up the knots. When they popped and crunched, Nameless didn’t know whether to cry with pain or relief. In the end, he decided it felt good, settled his cheek against his forearm, and shut his eyes.

Cordy’s fingers wriggled beneath him, massaging his chest. He sighed and felt a long-forgotten warmth seeping into his muscles, reaching parts that were probably best left well alone.

She was astride him now, careful to keep her weight from his lower back. Her heat started to arouse him, and he worried his lower lip, trying not to think about it. This was so wrong, after what he’d done to her family. He felt her breath on his ear, the brush of her lips against the lobe.

He squirmed around beneath her, and she rolled off so he could turn onto his back. She leaned in, looking at him intently, blue eyes glazed over. It was compelling, inviting. Nameless wanted so much to grab her and pull her onto him, taste those lips, rip open the front of her dress, but in that moment, all he could think of was baby Marla, a broken, bleeding mess on the floor, and Thumil’s severed head glaring at him from a spike.

With more force than he intended, he pushed Cordy away.

“What?” she said. “It’s all right. I’m… I’m…” Her eyes filled with tears and she wrapped her arms about her chest, rocking back and forth on her knees.

“Cordy,” Nameless said, touching her face. “I—”

“No,” she said, standing. “This was wrong. This was so wrong. I’m sorry.”

And with that, she turned on her heel and rushed down the steps.

Nameless watched her disappear among the refugees then scratched his head, turning to look back up the tunnel.

The baresarks were watching him, and one even raised a thumb.

Nameless scowled and snatched up his armor, pausing as Paxy’s blades reflected his face back at him.

Shog, he looked tired. There were rings around his eyes, and his forehead had creases in it that looked like they’d been carved with a chisel. He leaned closer to examine his beard. Was that a grey hair? Gods of Arnoch, if he went on like this, folk would start mistaking him for Old Moary.

He pushed himself to his feet and donned the chainmail. Just needed a stiff drink, that’s all.

Paxy said nothing when he picked her up. She didn’t even purr. When he slung her over his shoulder, he was struck by how heavy she felt, how cold and lifeless.

He began to wonder if she’d left him, passed on to her Supernal Realm, but then she gave a world-weary sigh in his mind.

Shog of all shogs, she was sulking.

What was it about him and women?

 




THIRTY-ONE

NILS

Nils’s thighs were burning as he clambered up yet another mountain of rubble. Felt like he had crushed glass under his kneecaps, and his hands were raw, pared down almost to the bone.

Blightey had fallen behind. The Lich Lord had straightened his limbs out with some weird power from the Ebon Staff, but he was making hard work of crossing the cavern. He caught Nils watching him and sat down on a jutting chunk of rock, coughing into his fist. For a minute, Nils thought it could’ve been Silas, the way the Lich Lord hunched over and hacked. When Blightey drew his hand away, it was speckled with blood, same as Silas’s would’ve been.

“Not the best body I’ve ever adopted,” Blightey said, wiping his mouth.

Nils plonked himself on a pile of stones. “Well,” he said, “if it gets any worse, you could always do that skull thing and whizz around instead.”

“Hardly dignified.” Blightey wrinkled his nose and gave Nils a withering stare. “And besides, it tends to frighten the prey.”

“Like you ain’t doing that already.”

Blightey allowed himself a wry grin. “Oh, this is different. This is a game of cat and mouse, and I must say, I’m rather enjoying it.”

“Yeah, right,” Nils said. “Looks like it. Why don’t you use the staff on the sickness, clear up that cough?”

“Because,” Blightey said, lumbering to his feet, “some things just can’t be fixed.”

Nils was tempted to chuckle, but the hellish glow coming from Blightey’s eyes made him think twice about it.

“Thought you was all powerful,” he said.

“Were.” Blightey held up an admonishing finger. “Thought you were all powerful.”

“Shog, you sound just like Silas. Sure he ain’t in there with you?” Maybe the sorcerer was some kind of spirit, putting up a fight.

“Quite sure,” Blightey said. “Your friend Silas is at one with the Void, which means he is—”

“Don’t tell me,” Nils said. “Gone, swallowed up in oblivion.”

Blightey’s smile this time made Nils’s skin crawl. It was thin, almost lipless. “As if he had never been.”

Nils’s heart sank to his stomach, but there was no way he was gonna let Blightey see how upset he was. “Save for his body that you’ve taken over.”

“Think of it as an old coat,” Blightey said. “You see, Silas was good for something, after all. Oh, that reminds me: that bitch of yours—the one in the leather with the breasts you want so much to suckle—what would you like to do with her, should we see her again?”

Nils didn’t answer. He doubted Blightey would consider what he wanted, which was just to let her go; leave her be and do the same for Nameless and the dwarves.

“Quaff from her quim?” Blightey said. “Probe her podex?”

“What the shog are you going on about?” Nils said.

“I could conjure up some manacles, or perhaps a stake to spit her on. Just think what you could do while she hung there gasping.”

“Not listening.” Nils put his hands over his ears and started to hum.

Blightey clicked his fingers and was borne aloft by his shadowy disk.

“Why didn’t you do that before?” Nils asked.

“Solidarity,” Blightey said, “but it seems you’ve shown your true colors, boy. I don’t think this relationship is working out very well, do you?” He tugged on the leash and pulled Nils gasping and choking into the air.

As Nils’s eyes bulged from his head and he struggled to squeeze his fingers between the leash and his throat, the disk brought them closer to the broken ladder Ilesa had fled up and rose toward an opening in the ceiling.

The rank stench of decaying mutton filled Nils’s nostrils. It was a smell he recognized, and then he realized it was the feeders. They were already snapping at him as the disk entered the opening, but thankfully his silver sphere was still in place. Judging by the look the Lich Lord gave him when he hauled Nils onto the disk, though, it might not be for too much longer.

 




THIRTY-TWO

NAMELESS

The steam inside the forge scorched Nameless’s throat, stung his eyes, and turned the noisily smithing sappers into hazy blurs.

The racket of hammers on anvils was tremendous, a clanging, bashing din that pulverized his eardrums. He aimed for the glow of the hearth, where Targ was withdrawing a flat, broad blade with a pair of tongs. The old sapper plunged it into the slack tub to the accompaniment of a biting hiss and a cloud of steam.

“Got that big ol’ cannon fixed up,” Targ said, nodding to where a dwarf was rubbing down the barrel with an oily rag. “Found enough black powder back there for a single shot, so, first chance we’ll get to test it is in battle.”

That didn’t exactly sound encouraging, but Nameless nodded all the same.

A sapper was situating a fuller in the hardy hole of an anvil and examining his work. Another tossed a couple of crossbow bolts onto a growing pile.

“Rate we’re going,” Targ said, “we’ll rearm the whole community in a few more days. Reckon there’s enough metal and ore to keep us in ammunition for a long siege.”

Nameless did his best to look impressed, but his enthusiasm wasn’t exactly on a par with Targ’s.

“And food?” he said.

Targ gave an irritable shrug. “Nothing I can do about that.”

“So, we’ll starve inside of a week or two,” Nameless said. “Least the feeders won’t get much of a meal when they eventually break in.”

“We’ll have weapons enough to take the fight to them by then,” Targ said. “If only that idiot Cairn hadn’t used up the last of the black powder, I might’ve been able to replicate that there cannon.”

“What Cairn did was a brave thing,” Nameless said.

“Eh?” Targ said, putting a hand to his ear and frowning at the clamor from the anvils. “All right, lads, take five for a swig of ale.”

He got no argument there, and the dwarves set down tools and queued at a tapped keg with their tin mugs.

“Brave, you say? Shogging stupid, if you ask me.” Targ sighed and folded his arms across his chest. “What’s got into you? Would’ve thought you’d relish the chance for a legendary last stand.”

Nameless perched on an anvil and rested the Axe of the Dwarf Lords between his legs.

“Shog, Targ,” he said. “I don’t know. I’ve just got a bad feeling about this. What if there’s something we’re missing, some other way in?”

Targ chuckled and shook his head. “Lads have gone over every inch of wall, checking for concealed doors. Ain’t even a vent between here and the cavern big enough for a mouse to squeeze through. And before you ask, we got scouts down the far end of them steps, just to be on the safe side. Latest reports say the passageway at the bottom is worked stone, mortared tight as a councilor’s arse. We’re working on a grille to block that end, and ain’t nothing crossing that lava reservoir beneath the steps.”

“I hope you’re right,” Nameless said. “If they break in, we’re trapped. There’ll be nowhere to run.”

Targ clapped him on the shoulder. “But they’ll have to come at us head on, two or three at a time. We can take ’em, I tell you.”

But that didn’t account for Blightey. What if the Lich Lord brought to bear his considerable magical powers? He’d proven himself a devastating opponent in Verusia, and that was without the Ebon Staff. Nameless didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one bit.

“Well, you’re the boss,” he said. “Whatever you decide, you have my support.”

“Don’t need to tell me that, son,” Targ said. “Just make sure you let me know the moment you come up with a better idea.”

Besides running, Nameless didn’t have a clue what that might be. Maybe Targ was right. Maybe the feeders would just pick them off in attack after attack. Perhaps holing up and fighting was the best chance they had. He just wished he didn’t feel they were putting all their eggs in one basket.

“Want me to fix them links on your hauberk?” Targ asked, picking up some pincers and snapping them together.

“Sure,” Nameless said, reaching for one of the buckles.

Cordy’s massage had afforded him greater range of movement, and the soreness in his shoulders was little more than an annoyance now. He’d barely taken hold of the leather strap, when a fierce rattling from above startled him.

He looked up, same time as Targ, to see claws poking through the grilles in the ceiling.

“Shog!” Targ said. “I never even thought—”

One of the grilles fell away and clanged to the floor.

The dwarves gathered at the keg swore and gasped and started running for hammers, chisels, and whatever else they could use to defend themselves.

Nameless surged to his feet and cut the first feeder in half before it had a chance to reach the ground; but already the other grilles were giving way, and more of the creatures were dropping into the chamber.

Targ was wide-eyed and stuttering before he managed to bark, “Get that shogging cannon out of here!” He snatched up a hammer and hollered above the screeching of the feeders. “Out, lads, out! I’ll hold them!”

Nameless dodged a savage bite and disemboweled the offending creature. Before he could recover from the swing, another leapt at him, but Targ caved its skull in with the hammer.

Three of the sappers pushed and pulled the cannon from the forge, bottlenecking the doorway so that the others began jostling for position and yelling out in panic.

A dwarf at the back went down to raking claws, screaming as his innards were ripped out and devoured while he still lived.

Nameless charged, cutting a path to the panicked dwarves and turning to fight a rearguard action.

Targ was surrounded by a score of the creatures, bashing left and right with his hammer. The old sapper gave as good as he got and crushed the skulls of a couple more feeders to make it to Nameless’s side as the last of the dwarves made it out of the forge.

“You, too, son,” Targ said, giving Nameless a shove through the doorway.

The feeders were dropping from the grilles at an alarming rate. Pretty soon, there would be no room to move.

“And you,” Nameless said, dragging Targ back by his collar.

As the old sapper cleared the door, a feeder grabbed hold of his beard, and another ripped into his shin with its teeth. Targ cursed and kicked and spat, swinging the hammer with demented rage.

Nameless tried to pull him clear, but a third feeder wrenched Targ back into the chamber. As he passed the threshold, Targ lashed out with the hammer and struck the red stud on the inside of the doorway.

“No!” Nameless cried as the ocras door lowered from the ceiling. He jabbed at the green stud on the outside, but nothing happened. Targ’s blow must have broken the mechanism.

Dropping Paxy, he tried to stop the door’s descent with his hands, but there was nothing to hold on to. He got his fingers beneath it, even as it neared the floor. A second pair of hands joined his.

“Heave!” Old Moary grunted.

Nameless’s legs and arms shook with the effort, but still the door came down. The instant before it hit the floor, they let go and fell back.

“Shoggers!” Targ’s muffled scream came from beyond the door. “Shoggerrrrrrrs…”

His final cry gave way to a gurgling choke.

Nameless pressed his forehead to the ocras and groaned. “Targ,” he cried, banging his head again and again. “Targ!”

“Humph,” Old Moary gasped, and sagged back against the door.

“Councilor?” Nameless asked. “What is it?”

Old Moary’s face was white as a sheet, and he grimaced as he spoke. “Heart.” He thumped his chest. “Too… old for… this.”

 




THIRTY-THREE

NILS

Nils had to drape himself around Blightey’s leg to avoid falling off the disk. It weren’t exactly dignified, but he didn’t have the strength to hop off and walk. His neck was stinging from where the leash pulled tight. He was lucky it hadn’t garroted him, he guessed, although maybe that wouldn’t have been such a bad thing.

“I’ll leave it off for now,” Blightey said, untying the leash and dispelling it into thin air, “but just remember, disappoint me again, and I’ll drop the protective sphere.”

The Lich Lord clicked his fingers, and the silver light surrounding Nils vanished.

Immediately, the nearest feeders turned, snarling, long ropes of drool hanging from their all-encompassing maws.

Nils screamed as one leaped at him, but in that instant, the sphere reappeared, and the creature was flung back as if it had been struck by lightning. Its charred corpse was ripped to pieces by the others.

Blightey raised an eyebrow and gave Nils a pat on the head. “Stick close to Uncle Otto, and you’ll be safe as houses.”

The disk carried them along a winding tunnel into a vast chamber. A bank of sweltering steam rose from broken grilles set into the floor, and the place was teeming with feeders, yelping and screeching in their eagerness to climb down.

“Can’t you just feel the thrill?” Blightey said. “Let the dogs feed, I say! Tally-ho!”

The Lich Lord might have sounded full of the joys of spring, but in his smoldering eyes Nils saw only cruelty. The oddest thing, the thing that set his bowels roiling, was that rather than burning, like Nils would have expected, Blightey’s gaze was chilling. Cold as a dead man’s passion, his dad would’ve said. Dead man seemed a fitting description, what with the Lich Lord being nothing more than a flying skull in reality; but judging by the way he was grinding his hip against Nils, his passion was anything but cold.

Nils let go of Blightey’s leg as if he’d been clutching a maggot-ridden corpse. He forced himself to his feet, swooning, and almost stumbled from the edge of the disk. Blightey steadied him with a hand on the arm, and when Nils tried to swat him away, Blightey’s fingers interlinked with his for a moment.

Nils extricated his hand as politely as he could, fighting the urge to rub it against his britches. Blightey merely smiled and then switched his focus onto the grilles.

The feeders were packed all the way up from the floor below to the ceiling. Those left above had no room to join them, and the noise of their frustration was starting to shred Nils’s nerves.

“Out!” Blightey commanded with a wave of his staff.

Those in the room with them retreated to the tunnel, forcing back the endless stream of feeders bringing up the rear.

“Here, hold this.” The Lich Lord handed Nils the Ebon Staff.

Tingles of wrongness crept under Nils’s skin, but as much as he wanted to let go, the staff stuck to his palm as if glued there. He felt its malignancy massaging his organs, wrapping itself around his innermost thoughts. He felt its yearning, its desire to take hold of… its sister, and to do such awful things to her.

With a gasp, Nils saw with terrible clarity an image of the woman the staff wanted to molest and then slaughter. Once, she had been a dwarf with the most striking silver hair and an intricately braided beard. She had eyes like stars and glistening olive skin. Now, she was a hybrid, like her brother, the staff, and another sibling who’d been melded with a stone-headed warhammer. Nils saw her present form and nearly choked with recognition. It was Nameless’s axe the Ebon Staff was after: the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“Why?” Nils asked, before he knew his lips were moving. “What has she done to you?”

The staff cackled deep within his mind. [Nothing, it whispered. Do you think I need a reason?]

Nils shuddered and felt the need to vomit, as if his body were trying to reject some deadly poison.

“Everyone needs a reason,” he rasped. “Otherwise you ain’t…” He ran out of words to say.

[Human?] the staff said. [Never was. Never will be. Let’s just say my darling sister, my brother and I were given a task. They took to it with relish, like the pathetic slaves they are. I, however, took issue with our loving father, Witandos. They should have done, too, but they left me to oppose him alone, and for that reason, we are all three trapped here in this dismal world.]

A blast of heat snapped Nils back into focus. Blightey’s fingers were smoking, and flames flickered up through the grilles in the floor.

“Staff,” Blightey said, holding out his hand.

Nils passed it to him, surprised that it slipped from his grip with ease.

The disk carried them down through an open grille into a fire-blackened chamber. A forge bubbled with viscous red sludge. There were tools hanging from the walls and ceiling, and dozens of anvils about the floor, which was covered with mounds of ash. A black door, flecked with green, marked the only way in or out of the room, save for the grilles up above.

With a wave of Blightey’s hand, the disk vanished. He pointed the tip of the staff at the door, and it glowed a deep shade of purple.

“They are close,” Blightey said. “I must say, I’m growing bored with this game, aren’t you? Perhaps it’s time to end it.”

Nils opened his mouth to say no, but the look Blightey gave him froze the blood in his veins.

“Unless you have a better idea to entertain me?” Blightey said, feigning a step toward him, a leer spreading across his pallid face.

Nils shook his head and licked his lips.

“Maybe later, then,” Blightey said.

The Lich Lord turned back to the door and unleashed a spinning ball of flame from his outstretched palm. It exploded on impact and faded harmlessly away without so much as a scratch on the green and black surface.

“Bloody ocras!” Blightey said. “Always hated the stuff. I’m starting to think it’s the bane of my life.”

Nils took a step back. A hint of frustration had crept into the Lich Lord’s voice, and he’d lost some of his calmness and poise.

Blightey twirled his hand, and shards of ice formed on the tips of his fingers. This time, he sent a frosty storm directly at the door, but again, it had no effect. He tried lightning next, then a barrage of bone fragments that exploded in sprays of green sparks but did nothing to the ocras.

“Shit!” Blightey snarled. “Bloody, sodding, bugger and damn!”

Nils retreated further. He had that feeling he used to get when Gramps was on the booze and getting a bit too fist-happy.

Blightey whirled on him and glared, all of his anger focused into a rictus grin. The silver sphere flickered and nearly failed.

Up above, the feeders started to bay.

 




THIRTY-FOUR

NAMELESS

Didn’t know you were a scout, laddie,” Nameless said as Weasel led him through the camp spread out down the steps.

Dwarves grumbled as they passed, looking up with mournful eyes. If they didn’t find some grit, and find it soon, they were as good as dead.

“I wasn’t till this shit happened,” Weasel said. “Like to think of it as community service, my chance to get back on the straight and narrow.”

“Were you ever on it?” Nameless asked.

“Point taken. But you know what I mean. Times like these, it’s—”

“Every dwarf for himself?”

Weasel stopped and pouted. “Now that’s below the belt. What I was saying is that we have to pull together.”

“You’re not wrong there,” Nameless said.

“The way I see it,” Weasel said, “the more of us that survive, the more people I get to fleece later.”

Nameless shook his head and found himself grinning. “Well, for a lying, cheating scumbag, you certainly have a streak of honesty that would be the envy of any councilor.”

“Reckon it qualifies me to be one,” Weasel said. “Come on. This you’ve got to see. Couple of the lads did a quick scout ahead and reported that the tunnels changed. Thought I’d take a look myself and lo and behold…”

They rounded a bend and Nameless stopped in his tracks. He blew out a long breath and stared at the walls. They were fronted with square-cut blocks of the sort of bluish stone they favored back in Arx Gravis. As far as he knew, it was only found deep beneath the Southern Crags the other side of Medryn-Tha. Assuming the stone had been quarried there, it must have been a monumental task moving it across the Farfall Mountains.

The blocks had been finely mortared with a skill to rival the work on the walls of Jeridium. No doubt about it, this was top-notch stonemasonry, the sort only dwarves were capable of, and exceptionally skilled dwarves at that.

Sconces were set at intervals of five feet or so, but instead of torches, they held softly glowing crystals that cast shifting shadows.

The floor was of perfectly even marble flagstones, so arranged that their natural blemishes and darker veins wove together in a sinuous pathway down the center, leading to an archway through which scintillating colors danced with a dazzling beauty.

“Gets even more impressive inside,” Weasel said, but before they could go any further, Nameless turned at the sound of footfalls.

“Jaym’s baresarks sure make an ornery rearguard,” Duck said, striding toward them, shield strapped to his back. “Either we give them something to hit, or they need to be constantly on the move. Patience ain’t exactly their strong point.”

Grok was with him, glowering, still the embodiment of living rage.

Kal came round the corner and stopped, looking behind, as if he were waiting for someone.

“We need to keep going,” Duck said, “give the people something to aim for.”

“Says who?” Nameless asked.

“Says me.” Cordy pushed past Kal. “Targ’s plan was scuppered the moment those feeders took the forge. Only choice is between staying put and praying they don’t find a way through the door, or getting a head start on them. Not much of a choice, if you ask me.”

“I agree,” Nameless said, “but we need to know what’s up ahead before we risk everyone.”

“No time,” Cordy said. “Those things get among us again, and we’re finished. I can give you a couple of minutes, but we can’t hang about.”

Nameless nodded. “The Council decide this?”

“The time for debating is over,” Cordy said. “With Targ gone and Old Moary on his last legs, I reckon the task of saving our sorry behinds falls to me, unless you want me to offer the job to Garnil or Yuffie.”

“I’ll throw my axe in with you, lassie.”

In truth, he couldn’t think of anyone better, and the plan was as good as any he’d been able to come up with. A solid rearguard—Jaym and his boys weren’t going down without a major bloodbath, and the majority of that was going to be black; himself and the remnants of the Seven up front. That just left someone in the middle to keep the folk moving, keep their spirits up. Cordy had the balls for it, in a manner of speaking, but did she have the confidence of the people?

“How’s Old Moary doing?” Nameless asked.

“Got him on a stretcher. Looks like he’ll live, but he’s grey as shog and wheezing like split bagpipes. Says he had a mild heart attack. Just our luck to lose Targ and then for Moary to get ill straight after. He might be a procrastinating old codger, but the people feel safe with him.” Cordy sagged, looking suddenly tired under the strain.

“Can’t you work with him?” Nameless asked. “Be seen conferring, act as his voice?”

“I guess.” She searched out Nameless’s eyes and held his gaze for a long while.

Whatever she was thinking was lost on him. All he saw was her pain, her uncertainty.

“Two minutes and we move up behind,” she said, and then headed back down the passageway.

“You lads with me?” Nameless asked.

Duck shrugged his shield from his back and thrust his arm through the straps. “Aye, I’m with you, Nameless.”

Grok just snarled.

Kal started to salute, thought better of it, and grunted his assent.

That just left Weasel, but he was already padding ahead, bathed in the rainbow colors emanating from the archway.

“Wait for me!” Stupid cried in a shrill voice. “Me wants to come! Me wants to come!”

“Gods of Arnoch,” Duck said. “What the shog’s wrong with the idiot?”

Stupid came tearing down the passageway and drew up sharply in front of Nameless. He gave an agitated dance, hopping from foot to foot as if he desperately needed to piss. He whipped out his map and unfurled it, stabbing at it with his finger. “We must go south. Look, see!”

He showed Nameless the volcano, and below it a range of mountains that ran like a spine down the center of northern Cerreth. At the far end was an inland sea and a rough sketch of cliffs that had been scribbled over.

“X marks the spot,” Stupid said, looking at Nameless with wide eyes.

There was indeed an X on the shore of the inland sea, and then the realization struck Nameless like a rock to the head.

“Arnoch!” he said.

Stupid nodded like an excited dog. He turned the map over to reveal a jumble of lines and sketches, scratched his head, and went back to contemplating the other side.

Kal peered over the fool’s shoulder at the map. “But Arnoch’s a myth.”

“Not so, laddie.” Nameless fingered the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. “I’ve seen it for myself. Stupid, if we could get to Arnoch, maybe we could hold out. Shog only knows what lies inside. I only saw a smidgen of it. There could be arms and armor, a dozen forges; and its defenses were designed to withstand a major siege.”

“Tricks and traps and labyrinthine ways,” Stupid said.

“How do you know all this?” Duck asked the fool. “You say you’ve been there,” he said to Nameless, “but what about him?”

Nameless cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at Stupid. “Laddie?”

“I read a lot. A fool’s day is spent with words on pages, when he’s not dancing a merry caper and weaving daisies into chains. But, Nameless Dwarf, the sands are running out.”

“Eh?” And then Nameless realized that their two minutes was nearly up. “Come on,” he said, and headed through the archway.

The glare was blinding, forcing him to blink until his sight adjusted.

He stood within a kaleidoscope of sparkling colors that streamed from the chamber’s glassy walls, ceiling, and floor.

There were eight walls in all, beveled in honeycomb sections, reflecting beams of mote-filled brilliance from facet to facet. It looked to Nameless like a web of light, a silent symphony of questions and responses.

On the far side was another arch, this one with flickering letters of flame etched into the keystone. Before each of the eight walls stood a gem-encrusted statue of a robed dwarf holding either a staff, a book, or a scroll. The base of the nearest bore the inscription: Nardok Valta, Thegn af Munta Serae.

Weasel was crouched at the back of the statue, working away at the stone with his dagger.

“What are you doing?” Nameless said.

Weasel poked his head out and stood, sheathing the dagger and keeping one hand behind his back.

“Nothing.”

Nameless walked behind him, peering at his clenched fist.

“All right, so I’m collecting keepsakes,” Weasel said, opening his fingers to reveal a sizable garnet. “It’s not like they belong to anyone now, is it?”

Paxy hissed in Nameless’s mind. A tremor ran along her haft, and he had to steady her with both hands.

“So, that’s what this volcano is called, is it?” Duck said, peering at the inscription on the statue. “Munta Serae.”

“Fiery serpent, fiery serpent,” Stupid sang.

“And Nardok Valta here was presumably the lord of the volcano,” Nameless said, slapping the statue.

[The Lords of Munta Serae were among the highest nobility of old,] Paxy said. [It has been so long, I had all but forgotten about them.]

The fool went off to look at the writing on the arch. “The Bitter Passage,” he said, translating the Old Dwarven.

“Sounds like fun,” Nameless said.

“Fun, my bollocks,” Grok added.

Kal was wandering from statue to statue, squinting at the inscriptions. “Who are the rest of them?” he asked no one in particular.

“Dwarves of Arnoch?” Nameless suggested. “Other Lords of Munta Serae?” He waited for Paxy’s confirmation, but he had the impression she was lost in her memories of the past. “I reckon this must have been an important place for the economy of Arnoch—all these natural resources. It’s what we were trying to do at Mount Sartis.”

“Shogging goblins,” Grok muttered.

Nameless raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t have thought you’d have had any interest in industrial projects.”

“Curse ’em for a bunch of green-blooded, pointy-eared sons of shog. Lost a bleedin’ fortune on investments ’cause of ’em, I did. It’s what turned me to crime.”

“Yes, well,” Kal said, “and now you’ve learned that crime doesn’t pay.”

“Shogging does.” Grok grinned. “Don’t regret one iota of what I’ve done.”

Nameless frowned and then shrugged. So what if Grok was an unrepentant psychopath? At least he could fight, and right now, that was all that mattered.

Cordy stepped into the chamber and looked around, blinking. Old Moary was carried in behind her on a stretcher, and beyond, in the corridor, a column of dwarves wound back out of sight.

“Time’s up,” Cordy said. “We need to keep moving.”

Nameless gestured toward the opposing arch. “It’s a bitter passage we have to take,” he said.

“Don’t care if it’s the road to the Abyss,” Cordy said. “It’s got to be better than facing those feeders.”

“Hey!” Kal yelled. “Leave them alone!”

Weasel was surreptitiously prizing another gemstone from a statue. He stepped away, hands raised.

Paxy writhed in Nameless’s grasp. It was all he could do to hang onto her. “I won’t tell you again, laddie.”

“All right, all right,” Weasel said. “Keep your beard on. For shog’s sake, a bloke can’t even make a dishonest living these days. What’s the world coming to?”

“Need to…” Old Moary rasped from his stretcher. “Need to keep discipline.”

Nameless stepped closer and leaned in, the better to hear.

“I know… it’s not fashionable,” Old Moary said, “but times like these call… for tough measures.”

“Don’t worry, Councilor,” Nameless said. “Any more looting, and I’ll cut his hands off.”

He was joking, but Weasel didn’t look so sure. The color left the rogue’s face, and he put his hands in his pockets and sidled away, whistling.

[Hanging would be better,] Paxy said.

“Now, now,” Nameless whispered. “Let’s not be too harsh, lassie.”

Images of the black axe, and what it had made him do, sprang to mind. Gods of Arnoch, he hoped Paxy wasn’t going the same way. She couldn’t be, could she? After all, she was from the Supernal Realm, whereas the false Paxa Boraga had been forged in the Abyss.

[It dishonors their memory,] she said. [King Arios would not have stood for this kind of sacrilege.]

“Funny,” Nameless said, “he seemed all right to me.”

[Death mellowed him,] Paxy said. [Believe me, these people have got a long way to go before they can rival the lords of Arnoch. They lack courage, might, and pride.]

“Can’t argue with that,” was Nameless’s initial thought, but then he recalled Cairn’s self-sacrifice, Targ’s desperate last moments. He thought back to the Seven facing off against Blightey’s horde at the entrance tunnel. They might not quite be the dwarf lords of legend yet, but they showed a lot of potential.

It wasn’t surprising a race that had hidden away for so long lacked courage. That said, maybe it took a different sort of courage to keep out of the affairs of the world above in order to avoid the mistakes of the past. If the lords of Arnoch had been anything like the ancestors of the dwarves of Arx Gravis, those who’d lived at the time of Maldark the Fallen, maybe they were too cocksure for their own good.

[I sense him,] Paxy said, a note of distress reverberating around Nameless’s mind. [He’s entered the forge.]

“Blightey?” Nameless asked.

[The Ebon Staff.]

“I’m more concerned about the Lich Lord,” Nameless said. “What about Nils?”

[I don’t know. I only feel my brother’s evil. He wants me, Nameless. Please don’t let him take me.]

“You’ll be all right with me, lassie.” Nameless gave her a reassuring pat on the haft. “When I get my hands on that shogger, I’ll snap him in half over my knee.”

Paxy shivered and went silent.

“Let’s move it,” Cordy said. “There’s a lot of people back here.”

Nameless couldn’t tell if she was angry with him for threatening to cut Weasel’s hands off, or disappointed he hadn’t done it. Something had gotten into her, that’s for sure. Maybe just the strain of leading, or perhaps embarrassment about what had happened between them earlier.

“Lassie?” he said.

“Later.”

Nameless nodded and headed for the Bitter Passage with a new heaviness settling about his shoulders.

 




THIRTY-FIVE

NILS

The Pear of Anguish!”

Blightey plucked a metallic fruit from the air and held it before Nils’s face. Its stalk was a key, which Blightey turned, and the sides of the pear opened with agonizing slowness, like the petals of a flower.

It weren’t fair. Weren’t fair at all. Just because Blightey couldn’t get through the door, he had to take it out on Nils. It was the same as being at home.

“Stretches the orifice until something eventually gives,” Blightey said, leaning in to examine Nils’s teeth. “Now, which opening do we use?” His eyes ran down Nils’s torso until they reached the groin, and then he turned Nils around. “Decisions, decisions.”

[I can open the door,] the Ebon Staff said. It wasn’t quite a sound, Nils figured. It seemed to come from between his ears and had the quality of a loud thought.

“Did I ask for your opinion?” Blightey said. “Now, you,” he said to Nils. “Take your britches down.”

Nils fumbled with his belt buckle. His hands were shaking so much he couldn’t unfasten it. Blightey let out a sigh like a spitting serpent.

“W-w-why?” Nils blurted out.

“Because I can,” Blightey said, tapping his foot on the ash-strewn floor.

“I m-m-mean the dwarves. Why do you hate the dwarves?”

Blightey inclined his head to one side and furrowed his brow. “Hate? Hate the dwarves? I’m not sure that’s quite the word I would use. Hatred has such a close connection to love that I can’t see how you could conceivably think I hate them.”

“You’re trying to kill them, ain’t you?”

Blightey held up a slender finger. “There is no such word as ‘ain’t,’ boy. Have you got that?” He emphasized each word with a sharp rap on Nils’s head.

“Well?” Nils persisted.

“Does the spider hate the fly, or the shark the fish? Does a hurricane despise the town it levels, or lightning loathe the blasted tree?”

Nils edged away an inch, desperately racking his brains for something to keep Blightey talking. Maybe the Lich Lord would forget about that pear thing, switch his attention back to the task in hand.

“Yeah, but it’s personal, ain’t… Isn’t it? You said you’d come across Nameless before.”

Blightey’s eyes narrowed to smoldering slits. “He and his companions were an annoyance to me in Verusia, an inconvenience. More of an inconvenience than I’ve suffered in an aeon. Fate was indeed cruel to your nameless friend to place him in my clutches the instant I returned from the Void. I like to think of it as cosmic justice, or perhaps even a joke.

“But sometimes, revenge needs to go beyond the individual. Sometimes, it needs to be extended to friends and family. Even an entire race.

“Now, tell me, young Nils, have you ever been burned at the stake?”

Nils shook his head.

“Not many people have,” Blightey said with the barest hint of a smile. “Let me tell you, it is not the most edifying experience. The flesh melts like candle wax, and the fat brings the flames to an unimaginable heat. Cartilage, ligaments, muscles… even bones are reduced to simmering sludge.

“In my case, the only thing that survived was my skull. The rest of me would have been invulnerable, too, with a little more time, but back then my vulnerability was pretty much every other part of me.

“My skull was shut in an ocras casket and hurled into the Abyss by one of the Supernal Father’s children—the Archon. I guess that’s why the Ebon Staff and I get along so swimmingly. We agree that Witandos and his offspring are the sort of megalomaniac despots the universe could well do without.

“A thousand years it took before some bumbling demon opened the casket. I took its body and fortified it with a suit of magical armor stolen from the Daeg.

“You may have noticed, Nils, that I am a planner. I plan for every eventuality; but have you any idea how boring it was waiting by the banks of the black river that runs through the heart of the Abyss for untold centuries while my plans reached maturation? Besides terrorizing the locals, who were glad to see the back of me, I spent the time writing my autohagiography.”

“Your what?” Nils asked.

The air about Blightey’s hand shimmered, and the Pear of Anguish vanished.

“The story of my life. The title is somewhat ironic, though not without a shadow of truth. As you can imagine, it is a huge volume. When you have lived as long as I have, there are many recollections. Some of them are hard to retrieve. My organic memory decayed millennia ago, but it’s all there somewhere.” He made an expansive gesture. “If you know where to look. Much of it is in my grimoire, encoded in glyphs. I’m told it’s a good read, but the only problem is, everyone who’s read it has subsequently perished. Can’t have this sort of knowledge in the public domain, now, can we? Have a look at it when you get the chance.” He started to rummage in Silas’s satchel.

Nils felt sick to the stomach at the thought of what he might learn from that vile book, and of what Blightey might do to him once he’d finished it. “Maybe not right now,” he said. “My reading’s not that good. Silas was learning me.”

“Yes,” Blightey said, letting the satchel fall back by his side. “Yes, I know. Now, where was I?”

For a heart-stopping moment, Nils thought Blightey was about to recall the pear.

“Ocras,” the Lich Lord said. “Not only was I trapped in a casket made from that blasted ore, but when I first encountered your Nameless Dwarf, he wore a helm fashioned from the stuff. It made him… resilient. And now,” he said, turning his ire toward the door, “I am thwarted once more by this odious substance from the bowels of Aranuin.”

[I said I can open it,] the staff said. [I can get us through the door.]

“Well, aren’t we the cocky one?” Blightey said. “Show me.”

He released the staff, but it didn’t fall. It hung momentarily in midair and then sinuous roots sprouted from its base, sticking themselves to the floor with some sort of brownish resin. Tendrils burst from its shaft and probed at the edges of the door, squeezing through the hairline gaps. The main body of the staff rippled, and the tendrils pulsated, swelling to twice their thickness.

The door groaned, and rock dust showered down. The tendrils swelled again, and this time, the wall around the door started to crumble, until finally, with a grinding crunch, the whole door came away and crashed to the floor.

Two sparking cables flopped out of the cavity above the entrance, hissing and writhing for a moment before going still.

“Smart arse,” Blightey said, snatching the staff back up as the tendrils and roots retracted. “Yes, dwarves…” The Lich Lord leaned on the staff and peered into the corridor outside. “Call it a vendetta, if you like—and there may be some truth in that—but I prefer to think of it as a hobby. And right now, it’s becoming a rather tiresome one.”

 




THIRTY-SIX

NAMELESS

Nameless led the way along a meandering corridor flanked by solid oak doors that opened up onto living quarters, a dining hall, some kind of meeting room with a long table and high-backed chairs, and a store room with nothing but rat droppings on the shelves and rusty meat hooks suspended from the ceiling. Tempting as it was to explore, he permitted nothing more than a cursory glance through each door. They had to keep moving and pray, if not for escape, then at least for a stronger defensive position, preferably one with options for falling back if things got desperate. The problem was, most of the dwarves still lacked weapons or the balls to fight. Jaym’s baresarks might hold the feeders for a while in the narrow corridors, but once that line of defense was overrun, there was no hope for the rest.

A commotion behind brought him to a halt. He alternately gripped and released Paxy’s haft as he bit his lip and glared.

Apparently, Weasel had been caught sneaking into one of the chambers and had to be dragged out by Kal to face Cordy’s wrath. Nameless didn’t envy the rogue, but Paxy fulminated so much, he started to wonder how a dwarf could get a divorce from a sentient axe. That said, it looked like she wasn’t alone in her demands for swift and severe punishment for Weasel’s opportunism. Even Old Moary on his stretcher didn’t quite say no when execution was mooted.

Things were dire indeed for the dwarves to advocate such decisive action. Cordy just looked like she wanted to slap Weasel, but in the end, it was Jaym trudging up from the back who resolved the matter by taking Weasel under his wing and guaranteeing his good behavior.

When they set off again, Stupid was never far behind Nameless. The fool muttered almost continuously, studying his map and biting his fingernails. When Nameless asked him what was up, Stupid just raised an eyebrow and scratched his head.

“Is there something you’re not telling me, laddie?” Nameless asked.

“What’s to tell?” Stupid held the map up to cover his face.

After an hour or so, the worked masonry gave way once more to natural rock, and the two of them followed the tunnel into a vast flooded cavern.

A stone jetty had been constructed close to the entrance, and three flat-bottomed barges were moored alongside it. Dark water lapped rhythmically against the bows, and here and there, the surface rippled and bubbled.

Duck was next to arrive, and as usual Grok was right on his tail.

“Not the sort of thing you’d expect to find beneath a volcano,” Duck said.

“We have passed beyond the roots of Munta Serae,” Stupid said, sounding strangely sober for a change.

Nameless took a closer look at the barges. At best, they could take a couple of dozen dwarves each. He peered across the water to where a similar jetty waited perhaps a hundred yards off.

“Quicker to swim,” Grok grumbled. “Shogging hate boats.”

“Not as much as I hate swimming, laddie,” Nameless said, his gut clenching as he recalled almost drowning at the serpent’s lake, the monstrous creature coming up at his fruits. That was no way for a dwarf to go.

“What’s the hold up?” Cordy said, entering the cavern with Kal in tow.

Nameless raised an eyebrow, and Kal caught the look.

“Oh, I see,” Cordy said. “Do they have oars?”

Nameless nodded to the long poles stashed on board the barges.

“Well, come on, then,” Cordy said, turning back to the crowd clogging up the opening. “Let’s get going.”

“Orderly, now,” Kal called, then rolled his eyes at Nameless. “They’re impossible. Completely hopeless.”

“They are the future, laddie,” Nameless said. “Looks like you’ve got one eye set on that.” He indicated Cordy with a nod.

“Just doing my duty,” Kal said. “Don’t want to lose her now. She’s the only one talking sense. Present company excepted,” he quickly added.

“Good lad.” Nameless clapped him on the shoulder.

Somebody down the far end of the tunnel cried out, “Hurry, they’ll be nipping at our heels in a minute!”

“Get a move on!” someone else shouted.

Those at the front stumbled into the cave as the panicked dwarves at the back tried to shove their way forward.

“Stay calm,” Cordy said. “The baresarks will protect you. There’s plenty of time.”

“Shog that!” someone cried to a grumbled chorus of assent.

“Shogging baresarks,” another voice said—it sounded very much like Nip Garnil. “What are they going to do if those things come running?”

There was a concerted heave, and a couple of dwarves at the front fell, the ones behind stepping over them. The cave filled with frantic people all yelling and gesturing at the barges. The cannon from the forge was dragged through the entrance and discarded like a piece of unwanted junk.

“So, what now?”

“I ain’t getting in no boat!”

“There ain’t no time,” an old greybeard yelled. He shambled toward the water, stripping down to his loincloth. “Swim for it!”

With an almighty splash, he launched himself from the jetty and disappeared beneath the inky water.

Others were already disrobing, slinging their clothes on the cavern floor. The old dwarf broke the surface and started forward with strong strokes, but suddenly the water around him came alive with froth and bubbles. He screamed, and blood sprayed from his kicking legs. He thrashed about wildly, spluttering, desperate to keep his head above water.

Dozens of silvery shapes leapt above the surface, latching onto his arms and face. The dwarf rolled onto his back, but his torso was a writhing mound of viciously biting fish. One of his legs was already stripped to the bone. His struggles grew weaker and weaker until, barely more than a flayed cadaver, he sank beneath the water.

“Shog,” Nameless muttered.

Those who’d been ready to swim gathered up their clothes and started to put them back on, pale-faced and trembling.

“What do we do now?” someone asked.

Cordy looked like a volcano about to erupt. “Use the boats, idiot! And from now on, everybody do as you’re shogging well told.”

 




THIRTY-SEVEN

NILS

Nils was gobsmacked. For a second, he thought he’d stepped into one of the eternal mansions the Wayists dreamed about, so brilliant were the many-colored lights bouncing off walls of cut crystal. But then he remembered who he was with and realized that couldn’t be possible. For all his charm and power, Nils couldn’t imagine Blightey bluffing his way into paradise. Not a chance. Nor would the feeders have been there, prowling around in packs, tasting the air before the statues of dwarves that were dotted about the place.

On the other side, there was an arch with some kind of writing on the keystone. Looked like Ancient Vanatusian, of the sort Nils had been trying to study in the Lek Vae. Buggered if he knew what it said, though.

It seemed as though Blightey were privy to his thoughts when he read aloud, “The Bitter Passage. I wonder what’s so bitter about it.”

“You mean you don’t know?” Nils asked. “Thought you knew everything.”

“Not quite,” Blightey answered, casting a scowl around the chamber. “That would just add to the tedium.” He feigned a yawn and turned his fiery eyes on Nils. “What do you think?” He swept out the Ebon Staff to take in the room.

“It’s…” Nils turned a slow circle, trying to find the right word. “Beautiful.”

Blightey rapped the staff three times against the crystalline floor, and in response, a blanket of steaming shit coated everything in the room, clinging to the statues, caking the walls, and dripping in globs from the ceiling.

“And now?” the Lich Lord asked.

Nils bit his tongue. Anger rose like lava in his veins, but at the same time, he felt the inexplicable need to cry. He weren’t gonna let Blightey see that, though, so he gave a casual shrug and walked to the archway.

“Nils,” Blightey said, leaning on the staff and leering.

“What?”

The silver sphere about Nils flickered.

“Just a gossamer shield between life and death. Try not to forget.”

Nils swallowed and lowered his eyes.

“Good,” Blightey said. “Then proceed. The feeders are hungry, and the Way only knows how much longer I can keep them from such youthful flesh.”

 




THIRTY-EIGHT

NAMELESS

Nameless lost count of how many times the barges had gone back and forth across the lake, packed to the brim with dwarves. He leaned against the cannon, which Cordy had ordered aimed toward the entrance, in case the feeders came before they were all safely over the water.

Grok checked and re-checked the barrel, down which he’d shoved one of the incendiary balls. He kept studying the fuse, too, running it between thumb and forefinger; kept striking a spark from his flint and steel. He was so bloodied and battle-scarred, he looked like a mutilated corpse, and the effect wasn’t lessened by the frenzied glow in his eyes.

Duck hovered at his shoulder, shield and mace at the ready. He had a grim set to his face and had developed a nervous chew. He shot a look back at the boats to see how close they were to getting away.

The last of Jaym’s baresarks were embarking when a shriek echoed down the tunnel.

Nameless jumped to attention, fingering Paxy’s haft. Duck came alongside him, scraping his mace head against the rim of his shield.

“Do I light it now?” Grok said, eyes flicking from Nameless to Duck. He produced another spark and held the end of the fuse over it.

“Wait,” Nameless said, raising a hand.

The baresarks were all on board and the barges freed from their moorings.

“Get going,” Nameless called. “Don’t wait for us.”

Duck cocked an eyebrow at him. “If you’re suggesting we swim…”

“Believe me, laddie, I’m not.”

Two of the boats were pushed away from the jetty with the long poles. Jaym stood at the stern of the third craft, watching the tunnel intently.

“I’ll give you as long as I can,” the baresark said.

Nameless nodded his thanks.

The first feeder bounded round the corner on all fours.

“Wait for it!” Nameless barked, and hurled Paxy. The axe spun blades over haft and ripped the head from the creature’s shoulders.

Duck stepped in front, bringing his shield to bear as two more feeders launched themselves at him. He brained one with his mace, and the returning Axe of the Dwarf Lords sliced straight through the other.

“Better start moving!” Jaym yelled. He started poling the barge away from the jetty.

“Come on,” Nameless said. “Let’s go.”

“Shog off,” Grok said. “I ain’t going till this baby shoots her load.”

“Don’t you think you’re mixing metaphors, laddie?”

“You two sling your hooks,” Grok said. “I’ll be right up your arses.”

“Just don’t do anything stupid,” Nameless said.

Duck backed away toward the jetty.

Nameless flung Paxy twice more, scoring both times, but then the tunnel was filled with a swelling mass of teeth and claws surging toward them like a landslide.

“Come to Papa, you ugly shoggers,” Grok growled as he lit the fuse.

The feeders spilled over the cannon, but in that instant, there was an ear-shattering blast that tore through them in a torrent of smoke and flame.

Fleshy shrapnel splattered the walls and ceiling—limbs, heads, chunks of meat. The cannon’s roar reverberated down the tunnel, and as the sooty cloud cleared, it seemed the floor had been flooded by a river as black as that flowing through the heart of the Abyss.

Nameless’s ears rang from the concussive blast, and he teetered, off balance.

Duck was crouched down behind his shield, shaking his head and blinking ten to the dozen.

Grok was splayed out on his back a couple of yards from the cannon. His fingers twitched reflexively, but his skin was as charred as an over-roasted pig.

“Did I get ’em,” he croaked, head lolling to the side.

“Yeah, Grok,” Duck said, “you got ’em good.”

Blood drooled from Grok’s mouth as he smiled. “Got myself, too, I reckon. Knew I should have stood further back.”

Duck got to his feet and started toward him. “You’ll be all right, mate. Just need to—”

More feeders swept from the tunnel mouth, screeching and snarling. Some stopped to scrape through the remains of their predecessors, but the others turned their oversized maws toward Grok. They pounced on him, ripping and rending.

Nameless stumbled forward but Duck got in his way.

“It’s too late,” he said, half-pushing half-dragging Nameless to the jetty.

Grok’s screams were one part pain, one part rage. Blood sprayed in great jets, most of it black, as he rammed his blade repeatedly into first one feeder then another.

All Nameless could see was a hand clutching the dagger in a hammer grip, stabbing, stabbing, stabbing. And then it went limp, moments before it, too, was consumed in the sickening gorge-fest.

Nameless turned, running for the end of the jetty. Behind him the feeders sensed their prey escaping and charged, dozens upon dozens of frenzied demons intent on only one thing.

Duck dived, landing atop his shield on the parting barge. Jaym dragged him aside and beckoned to Nameless.

“Jump!” the baresark yelled.

Fetid breath hit Nameless from behind. His heart lurched as he sprinted the last few steps and leapt for the barge. He hit the deck hard and rolled, white-hot pain lancing through his shoulder. Paxy went flying but drew up in midair above the water.

Jaym’s strong hands helped Nameless to his feet, and the axe drifted to his grasp, sending healing pulses through his joints.

“Shog, that was close,” Duck said. “Poor ol’ Grok.”

Nameless grunted his agreement and turned his eyes to the shore.

Hundreds of feeders were packed in between the tunnel and the jetty, howling their fury. A passage opened between them to admit a silver sphere, within which Nils walked, ashen-faced, eyes haunted. Beside him was the Lich Lord, holding aloft the Ebon Staff.

All pain swiftly forgotten, Nameless drew back Paxy for a throw, but she almost physically wilted in his grip.

Waves of purplish darkness rolled from the tip of Blightey’s staff, separating into questing fingers of pure malice.

Nameless recoiled, holding Paxy before him.

Duck and Jaym backed away into the press of dwarves upon the deck. Gasps of horror echoed across the water at the approach of this new evil.

[Flee!] Paxy screamed in Nameless’s mind. [It is my brother. Flee!]

“Get a hold of yourself, lassie,” Nameless said, but his lips were dry, his voice little more than a grating whisper.

Tremors ran down Paxy’s haft, and Nameless felt his legs shaking in sympathy, his knees knocking together. He tried to drop the axe to the deck, but she clung to his hand as if welded there.

The strands of darkness inched closer to Paxy’s blades, and Nameless could only watch, stricken like a startled rabbit.

Jaym roared, a torrent of curses spewing from his throat.

The sound startled Nameless enough for him to look away from the eldritch vapors.

The baresark was foaming at the mouth and taking one leaden step after another toward the threat. He shoved Nameless aside and roared again.

The spell broken, Nameless whirled around and snatched a costrel from one of the terrified dwarves. He unstoppered it, threw his head back, and swallowed a neckful of fiery brew.

“Gods of shogging Arnoch,” he bellowed, spinning to confront the magic. “Old Frufty’s Chili Moonshine!”

Paxy’s blades flashed golden, and Nameless had to avert his eyes. When he looked back, the vapors had gone, but Paxy was a dead weight, trembling in his hand.

Blightey raised the Ebon Staff again. Black lighting sparked along its length.

With a flash of silver, Nils was suddenly between the Lich Lord and the fleeing barges.

“Keep going!” the lad cried. “Keep going and never stop!”

Feeders began throwing themselves into the water, splashing in pursuit. One went under in a chaos of bubbles and gore; and then silvery fish leapt from the water in shoals, ripping into grey flesh and paring it to the bone.

At first, the feeders stalled under the attack, but then more jumped in from the shore, ducking their heads beneath the water and rearing back with fishtails dangling from their mouths. Bestial cries of triumph echoed around the cavern, and soon the receding shore was lost behind a spray of froth and black blood and the thrashing of a hundred limbs.

 




THIRTY-NINE

NILS

Oops,” Blightey said, as the silver sphere winked out of existence.

He grabbed Nils by the scruff of the neck and held him above the water lapping at the edge of the jetty.

Feeders were splashing like fury after the fleeing barges, and hundreds of silver fish flung themselves out of the water to devour them.

One came at Nils’s boot, but he kicked it away. Instantly, scores more fish launched themselves at him, and he twirled and thrashed about with his arms and legs to keep them off.

A feeder took the opportunity to take a bite at him, but before its jaws could find their mark, Blightey whipped him out of reach and slung him onto the jetty.

Nils tried to scoot away, but that only took him closer to the fish and the feeders.

He was startled by the slosh of a feeder climbing out of the water, drenching the decks. Blightey waited until the creature was crouching close, ready to rip Nils to ribbons, before he raised the silver sphere, and the feeder was jolted back into the water with a shriek and a splash.

Nils had a job keeping in the contents of his bowels. His cheeks quivered, and his heart flapped about in his chest.

The flesh melted away from Blightey’s face until just the skull remained, eyes blazing crimson. They were the eyes of a predator hungering for something more than flesh.

Nils choked on his fear, unable to move a muscle. He was as helpless as a newborn babe. He had a vision of being lost in the woods at night, with some monstrous wolf circling him just out of sight. He could almost hear its howls, smell the rancid blast of its breath.

“No,” he mumbled with trembling lips. “Please, no!”

Blightey bent down until his clacking jaws—unimpeded by the silver sphere—were inches from Nils’s face. Blurry in the background, the Lich Lord’s fingers clenched and unclenched, as though he were on the brink of a terrible decision.

The tide of feeders flowed past them, an army of unstoppable hunger.

Blightey pulled back to watch their progress, and Nils finally remembered to breathe, but he still felt compelled to crane his neck so he could see the carnage in the water.

Half-eaten corpses bobbed on the surface, silver fish still nipping at the flesh. Shog only knew how many feeders had sunk to the bottom, no more than stripped bones. Pockets of feeders still ducked beneath the water, coming up with mouths full of fish; but what was really disturbing was how they showed no sign of stopping. More and more of the creatures leapt into the water, trampling over the floating corpses, slipping and falling. Each wave made it farther and farther across the lake, using their own fallen as rafts and stepping stones. They were dying by the hundreds, but nothing was going to stop them from feasting on the occupants of the fleeing barges.

The dwarves had reached the far shore and were already disembarking. Even with his eagle eyes, Nils couldn’t see Nameless, but he knew the dwarf must’ve made it. Had to have, otherwise what was the point? Where was the hope?

“One feeder for every dwarf,” Blightey said, watching the battle of the flesh-eaters as if he were hardly even curious. “That’s all we’ll have left after this crossing.”

The Lich Lord shrugged and turned back to the passageway from which the feeders had been pouring. Their entry had slowed to a trickle, and then even that died.

“Five hundred, at best, but certainly no more. Inefficient, in the end, but terrific fun, don’t you think?”

Nils started to sit up, but Blightey’s skull-face was in his with impossible speed. Nils’s breath caught in his throat, and he felt the need to cough lest his chest exploded.

“Decision time,” Blightey said.

Crimson eyes flashed, and Nils felt something within dissolve under their probing stare. What it was, he couldn’t say. A piece of his soul, perhaps? His hope? His courage?

“I intend to finish this myself,” the Lich Lord said. “The feeders are nothing but an aperitif, a whetting of the appetite. When you walk in eternity, there’s nothing quite like delayed gratification. But what of you? Has the hunt taught you anything? Are you ready to commit to my tutelage and all that would entail?”

“D-d-don’t know what that means?” Nils said. “T-t-tute… Don’t know what it means.”

“Yes or no,” Blightey snapped. “That is all I want to hear. Your life, your entire being, pledged to my service. I will teach you everything. Everything. The things I have seen, the power I have accrued… I wish to share it with you, Nils. You could be a god.”

Until you thought I knew too much and shoved a spike up my arse, Nils thought. Yeah, right, that sounds so tempting.

Blightey’s glare was unrelenting, and Nils felt himself shaking with the enormity of the choice.

“Yes or no?” Blightey said again. “Total commitment. Total—”

“Yes!” Nils screamed. “Yes, I will service you—”

“Serve,” Blightey corrected with a dry cackle.

Nils didn’t get it. He felt heat coursing through his cheeks. He knew he’d done wrong; knew he’d been a coward. He should’ve taken whatever was coming, taken it like a man. All this time with Nameless, and he was still Buck Fargin’s turncoat son. Same old Nils. Same pathetic, yellow, lily-livered, save-his-own-arse Nils. Just like he’d been with the Ant-Man. Just like he’d accused Ilesa of being. Just like poor old Silas.

A feeder stepped around his protective silver sphere, staring right into his eyes for a long moment before loping to the edge of the jetty. He must’ve been seeing things. Must’ve gone crazy with fear. He could’ve sworn the feeder gave a roll of its hips before springing deftly onto the floating corpse of one of its kin then hopping to the next and the next. Shogging things sure did learn fast, he thought, and this one was the quickest learner of the lot.

Blightey was still watching him. Finally, the Lich Lord nodded and held out the tip of the Ebon Staff.

Nils felt repelled by the thought of its violating touch, but he knew the time for resistance had passed. He curled his fingers around the shaft, sickened by the malice creeping beneath his skin. He held on as Blightey used the staff to pull him to his feet. It felt like a colony of termites had infested his veins.

“Welcome,” Blightey said, “to my family. It is a very select circle, one that demands absolute trust. You must be utterly transparent at all times, and if you think to deceive me, remember how exposed you are. I know your thoughts, Nils. I know your feelings.”

Nils gulped and nodded, but when he tried to release the staff, it once more clung to his hand. Blightey took his other hand and guided it to the twisted black wood.

“There’s something I want you to do for me, Nils,” he said, even as the shadowy disk reappeared beneath their feet. “I want you to be the one to bring our little chase to an end. Are you game?”

Nils didn’t reckon he had much choice. It felt as though the weight of a mountain pressed him down into the depths of the Abyss. He broke away from Blightey’s glare and looked mournfully across the lake, to where the last of the dwarves were passing from view.

“What do you want me to do?”

 




FORTY

NAMELESS

Ten minutes out from the flooded cavern, the tunnel forked. The stone was rough and blistered from where a passage had been melted by the lava. There were still signs of dwarven activity: an ocras roundel here and there to divert the magma flow, and sections of wall that had been chiseled back to prepare for fronting with intricate stonework or plaster. It looked like the dwarves of Arnoch had ventured through a vast network of tunnels until they’d emerged beneath the roots of Munta Serae.

Nameless followed Stupid, who had his head buried in his map, mumbling and muttering to himself.

“Shog!” Stupid said as he walked into a wall. “My nonce, my nonce, my poor ol’ nonce.”

“If I’ve told you once,” Nameless playfully chided.

“I know, I know. Look where I’m going. If only it were so easy for a fool to learn new tricks.”

Cordy, who’d been trailing them at a sullen distance, came up alongside.

“What’s the problem?”

Behind her, Duck and Kal headed up the main body of refugees that trailed back as far as Nameless could see. Thankfully, the cavern lake had afforded them a greater lead over the feeders. The problem was, the people were already exhausted and, if the map was anything to go by, Arnoch was still miles away. They may as well have been trying to get to one of Aosia’s three moons. What choice did they have, though, other than to keep on moving? At least that way, they could cling to the illusion of hope.

“Left or right?” Nameless asked, peering over Stupid’s shoulder.

The fool examined both sides of his map, turned it round and round, then jabbed a finger at a line drawing of a tangled knot of corridors that doubled back on themselves or terminated in dead ends. Beyond the jumble, there was empty space, and then the main artery resumed until it ended at the X that must have been Arnoch.

“First rule of a labyrinth,” Stupid said. “Always turn left.”

Nameless glanced at Cordy. “Left it is, then.”

“But what if it’s the wrong way?” Cordy asked.

“Could be they’re both right.” Stupid fiddled with the bell on his hat. “Except for the one to the left, which isn’t wrong by virtue of it not being right, but nevertheless could be right, despite its direction.”

“Want to send out scouts?” Nameless said.

Cordy bit her bottom lip and rubbed her beard. “Not enough time. We go left.”

[Well, that was helpful,] Paxy said.

“Shut up, lassie,” Nameless muttered.

“Eh?” Cordy said. “You talking to me?”

“Just thinking out loud.” Nameless tightened his grip on Paxy’s haft, like he meant to throttle her.

“Listen, Nameless,” Cordy said as Stupid started down the left-hand passage. “What happened back there, outside the forge…” She shot a warning look at Duck and Kal and then leaned closer to Nameless’s ear, keeping her voice down. “I don’t want you to think… I mean… Thumil and Marla…” There were no tears in her eyes, just deep frown lines etched into her forehead. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“No need, lassie. You’ve got nothing to explain to me.”

Nameless understood, or so he thought. It was the chase, the fear. It was only natural to seek comfort after such terror, but with everything that had happened back at Arx Gravis…

“Yes, I have,” she said. “I have everything to explain. What you’ve done for us, what you’re trying to do, is what the old you would have done. Somehow, that you was lost along with your name, but we never forgot, me and Thumil. We three were close. You were family.”

“Yes, and then I murdered everyone. I know. I think about it all the time. The memory of it haunts every nook and cranny of this shogged-up mind.” Nameless rapped his knuckles against the side of his head. “But I don’t know what else to do about it. What do you want me to do, Cordy? Throw myself to the feeders? Cut my wrists? I would, if I thought it could bring them back.”

Cordy grabbed a handful of his beard. “Now listen here, you self-pitying shogger. Don’t you say another word, you hear me? Don’t say a shogging word. Just you listen to me, Nameless Dwarf—”

“Uh, people…” Stupid reappeared at the junction.

“Not now!” Nameless and Cordy shouted in unison.

Stupid held up a hand and bowed till his bell tinkled against the floor.

“Now listen,” Cordy said in a softer voice.

The passageway behind them was filling up with dwarves straining to see what lay ahead. Duck and Kal turned to them and bade them rest up a minute.

“You are… my friend.” Cordy enunciated each word as if it burned her lips. She held up a finger to stop Nameless from speaking. “No. No! You’re my friend, just like you were Thumil’s friend, just like you were to be Marla’s…” She choked on the mention of her daughter’s name but valiantly carried on. “Just like you were to be Marla’s soul-father. I hate you,” she said. “Gods of Arnoch, I hate you for what you did. Oh, I understand it. I know it wasn’t you. I know it was that evil bastard axe; but I hate you for it nonetheless. But know this: I love you, too, like a brother. Maybe more, but that can never be. I wish… I wish earlier I hadn’t… you know. But I couldn’t help it, same as you couldn’t with that black axe. Forgive me and help me to forgive you.”

Nameless stared at her, jaw hanging slack, eyes welling with tears. He cleared his throat and stalled twice as he tried to speak. He reached out with shaky fingers and touched her lightly on the shoulder.

“Thank you, lassie.” Tears flowed freely and snot streamed into his mustache. “Gods, I wish Thumil were here by my side. I need him now more than I ever did. I’m sorry, Cordy. I’m so, so sorry.”

She embraced him, pulling his head into her breast and allowing his sobs to drench her dress.

His body was racked with shudders, but the musty underground air felt suddenly crisp and quickening to Nameless. With every sob, weight sloughed from his shoulders, and he was filled with a searing purpose. This was not about him, not about his guilt and self-loathing. This was about the people he had almost destroyed. This was about making sure they survived and had the chance to flourish once again.

“I’ve been an ass, Cordy,” he said. “A stupid, maudlin, shogging ass.”

Cordy held him out at arm’s length, tears now running down her cheeks. When she smiled, it was with the warmth of one who knew him—really knew him deep down to the core. Thumil had been one lucky dwarf.

“You’ll get no argument from me there, you musclebound oaf.”

“Musclebound?” Nameless rubbed his bicep and gave a little laugh.

“Save for that gut of yours.”

His hand went straight to his belly. “What gut?”

Cordy sniggered and shoved him toward Stupid. “Go on with you. We’ve got an entire race to save.”

Nameless gave a mock salute. “Shogging right there, lassie. Shogging right.”

Stupid grabbed him by the arm and led him into the left-hand passage and around a bend.

“Don’t want to worry you or nothing,” the fool said, “but…”

“Shog me,” Nameless cursed. “Aranuin.”

The walls were of polished ocras, ridged in unsettling organic patterns that looked as if they had been formed from black bones, slick with oil.

The passage wound away like a serpent, each twist and turn illuminated by the phosphorescent green veins in the ocras. Tributary tunnels joined the main one close to the ceiling twenty feet above. Speckled disks of red and black marked the ground beneath their openings.

“I had no idea we were so deep.” Stupid spoke in a hushed whisper, his fingertips stroking the obsidian surface as if it were a long-lost cat.

“We must go back,” Nameless said.

“Or not.” Stupid pointed up ahead.

An amber light winked at them from the far distance, grew momentarily larger, and then drifted off around a corner.

“Wait,” Nameless said as Stupid started after it.

“Too late. They know we’re here. Maybe we can use this to our advantage.”

“Don’t see how,” Nameless grumbled, looking back over his shoulder at the sound of footsteps.

Cordy, Duck, and Kal gawped as they set eyes upon the alien corridor. The rest of the refugees were pressing close behind them.

“Word is the feeders have crossed the lake,” Cordy said. “Jaym’s boys say they heard their screeching. We don’t have much time.”

“We should try the right-hand tunnel,” Nameless said.

Cordy shook her head. “The choice has been made. Keep going.”

Hefting the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder, Nameless set off after Stupid with the others following a good twenty feet behind.

“Must say, laddie,” Nameless said, “you seem right at home here.”

Stupid snorted then cocked his head. “You know the perils, Nameless Dwarf. You’ve seen more of Aranuin than most.”

“Aye, laddie, I have, and I don’t cherish the thought of being back here.”

“Oh, the black axe was far, far from here,” Stupid said.

Nameless gave the fool a hard look. How did Stupid know?

The amber light led them along a downward gradient until the passageway became a path jutting out over an abyss.

They had reached the edge of a chasm crisscrossed with ocras walkways that spanned the void like a spider’s web on every conceivable plane. Deep below in the inky darkness, reddish lights, dotted about like stars in the night sky, gave off a misty glow. There were hundreds upon hundreds of them, as far as the eye could see.

“A faen city,” Stupid said with no glee in his voice.

“All we need.”

“Keep going?”

“Keep going, laddie. We’ve come too far to turn back now, and those feeders are right on our arses.”

As they stepped out over the void, cramps took hold of Nameless’s stomach. It wasn’t the height or the precariousness of their path—Arx Gravis had walkways of its own spanning the ravine that housed it—but rather it was a sense of wrongness. Nothing he could put his finger on, just an eerie topsy-turvy sensation that made it seem like the world had been inside-outed in some intangible way.

The amber light winked three times and then vanished.

“Hmm,” Stupid said. “Will you come into my parlor said the dragon to the maiden?”

“What’s that?” Nameless said.

“Nothing. Just an old poem.”

Nameless frowned. “Are you really an idiot, or do you know more than you’re letting on?”

“A bit of both,” Stupid said. “But mostly the former.”

“Well, just stay on the same level,” Nameless said, casting a glance at the walkways above and below, “and keep going straight. Last thing we want is to lose our bearings.”

“My bearings aren’t for losing,” Stupid said with a glint of mischief in his eyes. Either that, or it was just the reflection from the light-giving green streaks in the ocras.

The survivors of Arx Gravis followed them onto the walkway like a column of ants, trailing away into the darkness.

Nameless guessed that was a good thing. If it came to it, they could follow the line back like a ball of twine to find their way out, although he was starting to get the feeling that the chasm was without bounds, whereas what was left of the dwarves didn’t make for a lot of thread.

They processed in hushed awe across the yawning abyss until it seemed they were suspended on slender veins of glowing green, so black was the rest of the ocras that surrounded them. The dotted red lights of the city below cast only a selfish glow that did not reach the spanning walkways. The expanse seemed unnatural, as endless as space. Mutters abounded about the eeriness of the place, and the aura of dread rising from the dwarves was palpable.

Nameless felt the objections of his Aosia-bred mind to Aranuin’s obstinacy in the face of nature. The echoing march of his people reverberating away into the depths gave time to the thumping of his heart. He kept his breaths long and slow. The hairs at the nape of his neck prickled, and a crawling sensation crept beneath his skin.

And then they came, three faen floating silently up from the city on silver disks. They were shorter than dwarves, with grey skin and beady eyes that sparkled beneath craggy brows. There were two men and a woman, all dressed in shimmering tunics that rippled with changing colors and textures. One sported long hair, braided at the neck; the other male wore a tricorn hat; and the woman was perfectly bald, with a glittering red star etched into her forehead.

“Dwarves in Aranuin, brother?” the woman said to Stupid. “Is their purpose to conquer or something else?” She hopped off her disk and circled Nameless, sniffing. “Tainted blood. Hybrids. These are Sektis Gandaw’s creations.”

“Meldings, I’ll grant you,” Stupid said.

The air about the fool warped and buckled, his features dissolving, his height diminishing. Where once the motley dwarf had stood, there was now an olive-skinned faen with hair twisted into grey dreadlocks.

“Abednego!” Nameless said, taking a step back. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“Abednego?” the female faen said. “The Seditionist?”

Her hand flew to a holster at her hip and came up with a silver-barreled weapon. It reminded Nameless of Shadrak’s pistols.

The weapon began to whir and sparks danced along its length.

“Wait!” Abednego cried, holding up his hands. “We are fleeing the Lich Lord.”

“Blightey?” The woman narrowed her eyes. She raised the weapon and discharged a stream of blue fire toward the ceiling. It struck a walkway and was absorbed by the ocras.

The male in the tricorn floated alongside on his disk. “What does the Lich Lord want with you?”

“And why have you brought him here?” the other male asked, rising above Nameless and Abednego.

Duck and Kal joined them, Cordy just behind.

The rest of the dwarves had stopped moving and were murmuring and pointing as hundreds more silver disks drifted up from below.

“Nameless?” Kal said. “What do we do?”

Nameless shushed him with a hand and focused on Abednego. Had the faen known where he was leading them, or was he as lost beneath the mountains as everyone else?

“We seek the way to Arnoch,” Abednego said. “Do not oppose us in this. We have a common enemy and very little time.”

“How little?” the woman said.

“Nameless,” Cordy said, casting worried looks back over the waiting dwarves. “We must keep moving.”

“Minutes,” Abednego said. “Let us pass. Our feud can be resumed once Blightey is thwarted.”

“Thwarted?” the faen in the tricorn said. “He once terrorized the Daeg and waded through the black river to escape the Abyss. How do you think an upstart of the Sedition can thwart him?”

“We need to go,” Cordy insisted.

“Will you aid us?” Abednego said to the woman. “You have my word it will go down well with the Sedition.”

“What’s a word worth between faen?” she replied. “I’ll give you mine in return.”

“Oh,” Abednego said. “If you must.”

“There are many paths to Arnoch,” she said, indicating the web of walkways, “and many that lead where you would not wish to go. The swiftest route takes you to the Bridge of Lost Souls. The wisp will lead you.”

The amber light once more flickered into life and hovered above an intersection.

“And Blightey?” Abednego asked. “What will you do?”

“He is a lich, when all’s said and done,” the woman said. “A self-preservationist at all costs. He’ll not risk himself against the city, and we would be ill-advised to start on him. If he asks, we will deceive. What would you have us tell him?”

“Send him some other way,” Abednego said, and the woman nodded.

“Better still,” Nameless said, “tell him to go shog himself, otherwise my axe here will gladly do the job for him.”

“Then why are you running?” the faen with the braided hair asked.

“Good question, laddie,” Nameless said, sticking out his belly and jiggling it. “Burn off the flab, strengthen the lungs, work up an appetite. Speaking of which, I can’t remember the last time I had a square meal and a flagon of mead.”

Abednego’s eyes flicked over the column of dwarves trailing back along the walkway then fixed on the bald woman. “You won’t betray us?”

“Of course not,” she said.

Abednego sighed and shook his head. “I understand. Thank you for your guidance.”

“You are welcome,” the woman said, stepping back onto her disk.

“Word of advice, lassie,” Nameless said. “You might want to stay airborne when Blightey arrives. He’s got a pack of very hungry minions with him.”

She cast a worried look along the line of dwarves, who were now flanked by hundreds of faen mounted on silver disks. With a wave of her hand, her people scattered, the disks speeding back down to the city until only the original three remained. She gestured for Abednego to follow the amber wisp, and he set off ahead.

Cordy took hold of Nameless’s hand and gazed steadily into his eyes before they followed Abednego.

Duck, Kal and the rest of the dwarves settled in behind.

“Stupid is a faen?” Cordy asked.

“Apparently. Met him in this big fish-craft thing beneath the sea. He took me to Arnoch, Cordy. Led me to the axe.”

“Can he be trusted?”

Nameless shrugged. “Can any of the faen?”

“I don’t like this,” Cordy whispered as they veered onto an adjacent walkway.

“Best we can do, lassie.” Nameless pulled her close to him, and they continued walking, Cordy’s head on his shoulder.

Lavender light rippled at the edge of the walkway then rose up in a curtain before them.

Abednego stood to one side and made a wide, sweeping gesture with his arm. “Come on,” he said with a glint in his eyes. “Looks like a shortcut. After you.”

Nameless and Cordy glanced at each other, puffed out their cheeks at the same time, and stepped into the light.

A million ants crawled beneath Nameless’s skin. With a sickening rush, all the marrow burst from his bones. His heart flipped inside out, his lungs collapsed, and his brain fizzed and popped until it exploded in a cascade of sparks. Time stood still for the barest instant, and then the whole process reversed, sparks coalescing to form his brain, lungs unfurling like sails coming out of the doldrums, heart pounding, bones filling up again, and the army of ants buggering off back where they came from.

“What…?” Cordy said. “What…? What?”

Nameless shook his head and pounded his ears. Pins and needles numbed his arms and legs, but stamping and slapping his thighs helped restore circulation. He blinked his eyes into focus and put a steadying hand on Cordy’s shoulder.

“I can’t feel my fingers.” She clapped her palms together and made circles with her wrists. “My boobs. Where are my…” She touched her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank shog.” She gave them a rub and a squeeze. “All present and correct.”

“I’d have checked for you, if you’d only…” Nameless stopped mid-sentence as their surroundings took shape.

They were in a colossal cavern dominated by what Nameless thought were colonnades of twisted pillars stretching from ceiling to floor. On second glance, they turned out to be the most massive stalactites he’d ever seen, winding not to the floor, but into the blackness of a bottomless abyss that split the cavern in two. It was spanned by a grey stone bridge, warped by the ages, its balustrades resembling nothing so much as gapped teeth where bricks had been dislodged. The bridge was flanked on the near side by a rocky buttress with rough-cut steps spiraling upward and disappearing behind a hanging ledge. Over on the far side, he could just about make out the mouth of a tunnel leading away into the gloom.

Metal cables ran from one stalactite to the next, here and there supporting meshes piled with debris that had at some time pitched from the ceiling. The steady drip, drip, drip of water dropping from the stalactites onto the bridge echoed eerily around the cavern, but there was another sound beneath it, low and rumbling, that caught Nameless’s attention.

“What is that?” Cordy asked, clutching his arm.

Nameless shrugged her off and approached the bridge, peering into the chasm. The sound was definitely coming from down in the depths somewhere: sonorous, rattling, as if the very earth was shaking. And then he realized what it was.

“Snoring.”

“Snoring?” Cordy came closer to look. “What kind of creature makes a noise like that? A dragon?”

Nameless shook his head. “Shogged if I know.” He had a fairly good idea it wasn’t a dragon, though. Whatever this thing was, it was big—at least as large as a dragon—but there was a quality to its snores that scratched away at the base of his skull and filled him with foreboding.

The air fizzed behind them, and there was a flash of lavender before Abednego stepped through the portal, along with Kal and Duck.

The faen was quick to recover and joined them at the bridge.

“Seems my people were telling the truth, for once. Must be the mutual fear of Blightey. The others will start through in a minute,” he said. “We’ll have to start crossing or there won’t be enough…” He stopped and cocked his ear toward the bottomless pit.

“We were just discussing what that is,” Cordy said.

“Oh dear,” Abednego said, his face suddenly grim and haunted. “They betrayed us, after all.”

“What?” Nameless said. “How?”

Abednego pointed into the depths. “That sound,” he said in a quavering voice. “I know what it is. It is burned into the memory of my race. It comes from one of my father’s elder offspring.”

“Your father?” Cordy asked.

“Mananoc. He is father to all the faen. Down below, in the deep, there sleeps the most terrible of all his demons, one so fearful it occupies the space between the Abyss and Aranuin, for it is shunned by both worlds.”

The faen sucked in a breath and looked into Nameless’s eyes.

“I know now why my people call this the Bridge of Lost Souls. The demon in the chasm is as hungry as the Void, and just as empty. By itself, it has no identity, save for its need to be filled by the souls of its prey, but my people have named it the Malady. I have not seen it myself, but our loremasters say it is a gibbering monstrosity, an amalgam of the ever-shifting faces of its victims, melted together in a blistered mass. It is a sickness, a plague of the nethers, a horror that cannot be resisted. We must tread silently.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “It will be awakened by the sounds of the living. A small group might pass in safety, but there are hundreds of us needing to cross.”

Cordy was staring slack-jawed into the blackness. She appeared mesmerized by it and leaned out so far that Nameless braced himself to grab her should she fall.

“So, we’re still in Aranuin?” Cordy said.

Abednego shook his head. “Higher up. Look.” He unfolded his map and pointed at Arnoch. “This symbol,” he said, circling the mark with his fingertip, “means bridge.”

Cordy frowned. “But that’s miles from where we started.” She traced a line from the volcano to where Abednego said they were now.

“Miles and miles,” the faen said. “My people have saved us a lot of effort.”

“And yet they betrayed us,” Nameless said.

“Nothing comes without a cost, as far as we faen are concerned. Some of us are different.” He gave a little bow. “The movement to which I belong—the Sedition: we believe there is hope that the faen can transcend their nature, which is born of the stuff of deception.”

“Hardly seditious,” Cordy said.

“It is when you consider our objective.”

“Which is?”

“The death of our father.”

“Is that even possible?” Cordy asked.

“Seems to me we have a head start on Blightey,” Nameless said, not waiting to hear the answer. “Should give us time to cross in small groups.”

Lavender flashed, and four more dwarves appeared, carrying Old Moary on his stretcher. They reeled and staggered but managed to set him down on the ground. One of the stretcher-bearers doubled up and vomited.

“What’s this?” Old Moary said, raising himself on an elbow when he’d recovered his senses. “Standing around talking at a time like this? Thought I was the procrastinator.”

“The bridge,” Cordy said, going to his side. “It’s a trap. The faen tricked us.”

“Trap? Tricked?” Old Moary said. “Whatever it is, it can’t be any worse than what’s behind.” He looked to Nameless and Abednego for agreement and found none. “Oh, it is, isn’t it?”

Nameless nodded, his resolve evaporating in a long, drawn-out sigh.

“Can we go back?” Old Moary asked.

“If we did, it would be into a far worse trap,” Abednego said. “That’s part of the deal with my people. We could end up lost in Aranuin for a thousand years, or worse, reappear in the midst of Blightey’s horde.”

“Then what?” Old Moary said. “Can’t go back, can’t go forward.”

“We have to go forward,” Abednego said. “It doesn’t offer much hope, but if I know the faen, it’s the best chance we have.”

“Agreed,” Cordy said. “Nameless?”

Lavender flashed once more, and half a dozen dwarves stumbled onto the ground leading to the chasm.

If they didn’t do something, and do it soon, things were going to get a little crowded, and they’d have no choice but to spill out onto the bridge.

“You think dwarves can do quiet?” Nameless said.

Cordy rolled her eyes and looked to Old Moary, who simply shrugged.

“Small groups,” Abednego said, standing aside and gesturing for someone to cross. “No more than four at a time.”

“And Blightey?” Nameless asked, shouldering his axe. “What if he’s right behind?”

“If there’s one thing to breed collaboration in my people, it’s fear of the Lich Lord. No need to worry on that account. They’ll send him in completely the wrong direction.”

“Right,” Nameless said, not at all convinced. “I’ll still guard this portal or whatever it is until everyone’s safely across. Now, who fancies being first?”

There was a long silence, during which another group of dwarves appeared in a blaze of lavender.

“All right, I’ll go,” Old Moary said, gesturing to his bearers. “But one more word about me being indecisive, and you won’t hear the last of it.”

As the stretcher was borne out onto the bridge, the cavern was rocked by a particularly violent snore from the depths.

Cordy pressed up close to Nameless, her wide eyes locked on the chasm. She was trembling from head to toe, but the best Nameless could offer her was the lightest of strokes on her arm.

Thing was, he wasn’t feeling much better himself.

 




FORTY-ONE

NILS

The shadowy disk carried Nils and Blightey into a boundless cavern that sprawled darkly like the night sky, only, instead of stars, there were near-invisible walkways lit by slender strains of green. The walkways crisscrossed the cavern and rose in layers into the infinite darkness above.

Beneath the floating disk, red lights glowed mistily from the depths, and Nils could just about make out the inky outlines of structures—towers, bridges, walls like rows of jagged teeth. Midway between the walkway he and Blightey were level with and the tallest of the towers below, hundreds of silver disks floated in formations, and atop them stood little people, smaller than dwarves, all looking up with sparkling eyes.

Another of the creatures, a bald woman with a red star on her forehead hovered above their walkway, eyes glinting beneath heavy brows. She clutched something sleek and silver to her chest. It may have been a weapon.

If it was, Blightey didn’t seem to care as he looked brazenly up at her, flames licking about his skull.

“You know what I want, faen,” he said, even as he shoved Nils off the black disk onto the walkway.

The Lich Lord floated toward her and started a slow orbit, like a predator circling its prey, all the while leaning on the Ebon Staff and fixing her with his ember eyes.

The feeders, who had been subdued since their encounter with the flesh-eating fish, rushed past Nils, careful not to touch his protective sphere, and bayed up at the faen on her disk. They climbed over one another in an attempt to reach her, and a couple even pitched from the walkway to tumble head over heels into the darkness.

Five hundred, that’s all Blightey said were left. To Nils’s reckoning, there may have been a few less, but in any case, he was thankful for his silver sphere. So many of the dwarves hadn’t been so lucky, and time was running out for the rest.

He’d been trying to forget the pledge he’d given to Blightey. He knew in his heart it was just delaying the inevitable, but he’d well and truly buried his head in the sand, hoping never to have to do the deed.

Betrayal had been second nature to him back in Jeridium. His dad saw it as a strength, and it had certainly helped get Buck Fargin where he was today. But since being with Nameless, since seeing the dwarf’s fierce loyalty time and again, Nils had gotten a taste for it. It’s how he wanted to be, what he wanted to be remembered for.

His heart sank. With sullen hatred burning from his eyes, he watched Blightey circling the faen. If only there was some other way. If only Blightey could show him a weakness—any weakness. But he knew there was none. At least none that a backstabbing rogue from Jeridium would ever find, let alone have the courage to exploit.

The faen drifted higher, but Blightey went with her. She veered to the left, but Blightey was there waiting. She raised her weapon in trembling hands, but the Lich Lord merely cackled.

“A simple question,” he said. “Which way did they go?”

The faen glanced down into the chasm at her kin and then, without even looking, pointed.

“You have my gratitude,” Blightey said, drifting down to the walkway she had indicated.

The Lich Lord snapped his fingers, and the feeders scrambled toward him.

“You too, boy,” Blightey said, smiling with his fleshless jaws in such a way as to infect every last ounce of Nils’s blood with a cloying dread. “You have a task to perform.”

“Tell me about it,” Nils grumbled to himself as he dragged his feet after his master.

 




FORTY-TWO

NAMELESS

The last few baresarks stepped onto the bridge, heading over to where their mates and the rest of the dwarves waited on the far side of the chasm.

Nameless could already see the scouts spilling into the passage leading away from the cavern. The sooner they gave the people the go ahead to follow, the better. He hardly dared hope they’d gotten away with it. Four hundred and twenty-three survivors, including himself, and not one of them had made more noise than a mouse as they crossed the abyss. He was proud of them. Proud and relieved. In spite of what had seemed an impossible task, the rumbling snores from the depths remained booming but regular.

“You too,” he said to Jaym, clapping the baresark on the back.

“Not till you go,” Jaym said.

“No need to worry about me, laddie. Just making sure no—”

Lavender flashed, and Nils stumbled out of thin air, encased in silver light, puking his guts up and cursing. The fingers of one hand were wrapped tightly around the Ebon Staff, and Nameless immediately felt its probing malevolence.

“Nils!” he said, “What…? How—?”

“I took it.” Nils held out the staff and stumbled toward Nameless. His silver sphere flickered and disappeared. “Took it and ran.”

Paxy wriggled in Nameless’s hand then flipped herself over his head, arcing away until she floated above the bridge.

[Flee!] she screamed in his mind. [Please, flee!]

Nameless looked from the axe to Nils, his mind a fog of half-formed questions.

Without thinking, he reached out and touched the black wood of the staff.

Lightning ripped through his brain, and he was flung back onto the bridge, cracking his head against a stone balustrade and groaning.

He knew he had to get up. Get up and grab Paxy. She would come to him, he realized, stretching out a hand that blurred before his vision, but all he clutched was air. He took hold of the balustrade and pulled himself up on jelly legs. Behind him, Jaym bellowed, and in front, Nils squealed and threw the Ebon Staff out into the chasm.

“I’m sorry,” he screamed at Jaym. “He made me do it. He made me!”

The staff hung in midair then drifted eerily back past Nils.

Lavender flashed again, and this time Blightey stepped forth, claiming the staff with a pallid hand. The Lich Lord glared at Nils, teeth clacking in some semblance of laughter, and then he started as Jaym hurtled into him.

Back on the bridge, the other baresarks roared and charged, but all Nameless could do was struggle to keep his knees from buckling and pitching him over the edge.

Jaym’s momentum knocked Blightey off his feet. The baresark ended up on top of the Lich Lord, pounding away with his sword pommel because he was too close to swing.

Blightey’s skull thwacked against the ground time and again. Jaym stood and took a two-handed grip on his sword, and in that instant, Blightey floated upright, stiff as a board, as if an invisible string were attached to his skull. A purplish miasma rolled off the Ebon Staff, and Jaym froze. He started to spasm. The moment the charging baresarks came within striking distance, they too were engulfed by the putrid cloud.

Nameless’s guts were repelled by the vapors, and icy sweat beaded his skin. His pounding heart drowned out the snoring from the pit. He growled and clawed at his thigh through his britches. He knew he’d drawn blood, but he was numb to the pain. His insides were liquid, his thoughts smothered by primitive dread.

The baresarks thrashed and gurgled and then went deathly still. They stood motionless as the last wisps of malevolence dissolved.

Jaym’s back was still to Nameless. The Lich Lord loomed over the baresark with fire in his eyes.

Nils was staring at Nameless, lips working but making no sound. The lad reached a hand out, but his knees were shaking, and his feet seemed rooted to the spot.

With a shudder, Jaym turned, his movements stilted. His eyes were vacant and white, but it wasn’t the crazed white of baresark rage. This was something different. This was something Nameless had seen before, back at the village they’d entered upon crossing the Malfen Pass. It was something he’d experienced himself when Silas had magicked him.

The rest of the baresarks shuffled round to face Nameless. Their joints cracked like dry wood. The skin of their faces was mottled purple and yellow, and black veins climbed up their necks. When they opened their mouths, greenish bile leaked out, and instead of words, they emitted a maudlin groaning.

Nameless craned his neck to look back at Paxy suspended twice a dwarf’s height above the bridge. He willed her to come to him, to drive his paralysis away, but she remained as lifeless as any other metal-forged weapon. Even her voice was absent from his mind.

The scrape of the baresarks’ boots on stone drew his attention back. They lurched and groped toward him, swords and axes trailing behind.

Jaym’s head swiveled atop its black-veined neck, and when his empty eyes met Nameless’s, he gurgled a roar and took a lumbering step forward.

Blightey rubbed his bony chin then gave a sharp nod. He drew the Ebon Staff in a wide arc, and the baresarks stiffened like hardening cement. When the Lich Lord rapped the staff against the ground, the baresarks resumed their macabre animation, only this time, they gripped their weapons with purpose, and their movements grew as savage and sure as they had been before they’d fallen under the dark influence.

Nameless rolled back against the balustrade as the baresarks picked up their pace. Nils whimpered something and stumbled out onto the bridge ahead of them. He tugged fiercely at Nameless’s arm, yelling at him to move.

There came the sudden tramp of booted feet from behind, and then Nameless and Nils were squashed up against the balustrade as a dozen dwarves pushed by with Fror Bellos in the lead, wearing the red cloak of a Ravine Guard—presumably taken from the corpse of one of the hundreds Nameless had killed. Bellos had formerly made a living polishing the glowstones that illuminated Arx Gravis’s walkways.

Steel met steel in a ringing din that rolled out around the cavern. Bellos’s blade scraped along the length of a baresark’s sword, and with a swish of his wrist, he whipped it back and cut a deep gouge in his opponent’s neck.

Unfazed, the baresark gnashed at him with slavering jaws, but Bellos swayed aside and delivered a solid thrust that punched through the back of its head. When he withdrew the sword, gore splashed from the baresark’s mouth, but still it lumbered on, swinging its blade.

Bellos’s men, most of them in red cloaks, hacked and slashed with fierce determination. Limbs flew, blood rained, but the baresarks were unstoppable. One lost a leg at the knee. It toppled to the ground, righted itself, and proceeded to crawl toward the bridge.

Behind Blightey, the air shimmered lavender, and feeders began to pour through, racing into the fray like rabid wolves. They weaved a path between the baresarks, avoiding the decaying flesh, as if even they felt its wrongness. They ripped into Bellos and his dwarves with the force of a tidal wave. There was a brief glut of black blood, but then the dwarves were consumed in a spray of crimson.

Nameless leaned over the side of the bridge, eyes fixed on the ropes of gore dripping into the void like hellish rain. He followed a glob of red as it diminished into the dark depths. Some remote part of his brain expected to hear an echoing plop, but in the end, he heard only the absence of sound.

The demon had stopped snoring.

The feeders must have noticed it, too, for they looked up from their gory feast, mouths dripping blood. Blightey held up a hand and inclined his head toward the deep. The smolder left his eyes as if he were listening intently, or perhaps reaching out with some unnatural sense.

When the Lich Lord looked back across the bridge at Nameless, there was a new intensity to his glare.

“Hurry, my feeders, hurry!” Blightey cried. “We haven’t much time!”

Forsaking their meal, the feeders jerked like puppets on strings, then launched themselves onto the bridge.

“Run, laddie, run!” Nameless said, but his voice came out as a parched whisper.

Nils was frozen in place, a deathly pallor to his skin; but then a second charge surged past them to meet the frenzied attack, this time with Duck at its head, bashing feeders from his path with his shield and mace.

Kal was right behind, eyes burning with the focus only terror can bring. He fought like a veteran of many wars. He fought like a dwarf lord.

Cordy stood shoulder to shoulder with Kal, swinging a masonry hammer with controlled fury. In that instant, she could have been the woman from Durgish Duffin’s painting. She could have been Yalla.

She was followed by a long line of dwarves, men and women, hacking, clubbing, and stabbing with whatever weapons they had found—cleavers, mallets, pickaxes.

At the rear, Weasel was waving a dagger and screaming, “Jaym, I’m coming for you, big man! I’m coming!” But when the feeders swept in among the dwarves, he turned tail and fled back the way he’d come.

Within moments, the attack of Duck’s group faltered and they started to retreat. Nameless felt himself swept along with them, almost lost his footing, and would have been crushed beneath their boots had Nils not clung to him and anchored him against the balustrade.

Duck bashed a leaping feeder away from Nameless before stumbling under a savage assault.

As the rest of the dwarves fell back, Nils tried to yank Nameless after them, but a swell of feeders cut them off and began snapping and clawing at them from all sides.

The lad kicked one in the knee, backhanded another in the face.

Claws raked across Nameless’s hauberk, gouged his skin. The wounds smarted as if acid had been spilled on them. It was the first thing he’d felt since touching the staff, but it was too little, too late. Rivulets of blood streaked down his unprotected arms as the pack tightened around them. Nils was giving it everything he’d got, his limbs a blurry flurry of frantic blows, but it was all desperation and no skill. In another moment they’d—

With a furious roar, Jaym burst through the pack, scattering feeders by the dozen into the chasm. His broadsword scythed into them, and he kicked, butted, and bit with every last vestige of his baresark fury. The feeders snapped and clawed at his rotting flesh, not to devour, merely to protect themselves, but no matter how much they tore into him, Jaym seemed immune.

His eyes were still white, but it was the old white of rage, so incandescent that even Blightey could not contain it. The baresark’s skin was black as a frost-bitten toe. Sores and corruption wept from every inch of his flesh.

Jaym reached Nameless with a press of feeders at his back. They struck at the baresark, trying to find a way past, but he used his body as a shield. Grabbing Nameless by the shoulder, Jaym shook with the effort of growling one desperate word:

“Axe!”

With that, he shoved Nameless further onto the bridge, and Nils stumbled after him. Then Jaym slung his sword at the feeders, spread his arms wide, and charged into them with irresistible force.

Those that weren’t bowled over the side were scooped up or pushed relentlessly back, until Jaym veered away and dived into the chasm, taking feeders flailing and screaming with him.

“No!” Nameless cried.

Nils dragged him past the remnants of Duck’s group to beneath where Paxy hung suspended in the air. The lad started to slap and punch him.

“Wake up, you shogger.” Slap. “Come on, Nameless, snap out of it.”

Duck stood between Nameless and the feeders, planted like a tree. The creatures pounded against his shield, but they may as well have struck a brick wall.

Cordy hammered at them from one side, Kal stabbed at them from the other. Behind, upwards of twenty bloodied but determined dwarves waited for their chance to reenter the fray. Between them, they’d already built a mountain of feeder corpses.

Back beyond the defenders, the survivors of Arx Gravis waited with bated breath. They must have known this was it. This was the moment they would all perish or, by some miracle, triumph and go on to sing songs about the last great battle.

The bridge shuddered as a tumultuous roar shook its way up from the chasm. Nameless tried to steal a look but Nils hit him again, hard on the jaw.

That one hurt, and the pain cleared Nameless’s head. His limbs still felt full of treacle, though, and all he could do was look on in dismay as the last of the feeders threw themselves at Duck’s group, the baresark zombies clamoring behind them, moaning and inexorable as death.

Blightey drifted out above them on a disk of shadow to alight atop the rocky outcrop at the near end of the bridge. From there, overlooking the last of his minions, the Lich Lord pointed the Ebon Staff at Nameless, and vaporous black fingers swirled forth.

“Shog,” Nils said. He glanced about at the bodies of the fallen and snatched up a sword.

As Duck bashed another feeder into the void, and Cordy led a charge of dwarves past to slam into the remaining creatures in front of the baresarks, Nils sliced the blade across Nameless’s forearm, and blood began to flow.

“Again, laddie,” Nameless gasped as the sorcerous black threads wove their way ever closer.

This time, Nils stabbed him in the arse, and Nameless yelped like a dog.

“Shogging shoggedy shog!” he cried, and then spun Nils into position beneath the floating axe. “A leg up, laddie,” he said. “Now!”

Nils dropped the sword so he could cup his hands, and Nameless put one foot up and launched himself into the air. His fingers curled around Paxy’s haft and he sent every last ounce of strength he could muster into her.

The twin blades flared golden, even as Nameless fell and landed in a crouch upon the bridge.

He saw Duck rejoin Cordy at the head of the band of dwarves smashing their way through the remaining feeders and giving desperate battle to the baresarks, and then Nameless whirled to meet the assault of the misty fingers.

The dark sorcery struck the axe and snuffed out Paxy’s glow. She trembled at their touch, squirming in his grip.

Nameless held on for dear life and dredged up all the rage, all the resistance he could from a fast-emptying well. He struck bottom, but still the vapors wormed their way down Paxy’s haft and entered his fingers, turning them to ice.

He refused to give in, even as the malignancy spread like hoarfrost through his veins, inching its way closer and closer to his heart. He thrashed and railed at the bottom of his well, deep in the pit of his own darkness. In his mind’s eye, a crack emptier than the Void opened in the black-walled cell that had held him for so long and started to widen.

No, he wanted to cry. He’d gone too far. He stared into the face of his own evil, the seed from which the Butcher had grown. No! he screamed with every last fiber of his being as the icy strands touched his heart, and then with one final, suicidal act of defiance, he flung himself into the gaping maw of the black dog within.

Heat erupted in his heart, driving back the cold. Fire coursed through his veins, entered Paxy’s haft and ignited her blades with golden brilliance.

[My Exalted!] Paxy cried in his mind.

The Lich Lord’s eyes flared with surprise as Nameless drew back and threw.

Blightey raised the Ebon Staff to protect himself, but the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sheared straight through, knocking him from his feet and spinning back into Nameless’s outstretched hand.

Blightey recovered and sprang back up with preternatural speed, clutching one dead piece of wood in either hand. Glaring into the depths, his eyes once more registered his shock.

A hellish glow emanated from the abyss, and a sound like the gnashing of millions of teeth rose up.

Blightey threw the pieces of the Ebon Staff into the chasm, and there was an answering belch. He leapt into the air and floated down to the bridge, light as a feather, to stand behind the baresarks.

Cordy was thrown back by a bludgeoning fist, blood trickling from her lips. She was up in an instant, but Nameless charged past her and cleaved her attacker from head to groin.

Fallen dwarves littered the bridge before him, but he stepped grimly over them, hammering Paxy into putrid flesh until he reached Duck.

Duck’s shield was a warped mess of mangled metal, but still it protected him from the savage blows of the three baresarks in front of him, who were all that stood between Nameless and Blightey.

Cordy swept up a sword and screamed a battle cry, scything right through both legs of a baresark. Its torso landed upright, the arms still groping.

Nameless dispatched another before kicking the living torso from the bridge.

Duck slammed the last baresark repeatedly with his shield, pulverizing its face until brains spilled and it stopped moving.

Nameless advanced on Blightey, beating down his fear with thoughts of vengeance for all the dwarves lying dead upon the bridge: for Bellos and Jaym; for Grok, Targ, and Cairn Sternfist; and last but not least, for Silas. Besides himself, only Duck, Kal, and Cordy were still standing, and them only just.

Back behind them, Nils cried out, and all eyes, even Blightey’s, turned to the chasm.

Steam hissed up from a hideous aberration that bubbled and squelched just below the bridge. It was a vast island of undulating flesh, textured like a jellyfish, its body a compacted mass of gigantic heads, gibbering, screaming, grinding their teeth. A thousand sets of eyes glared in every direction, bloodshot and wide with madness. Insanity rolled away from the monstrosity in waves that battered at Nameless’s newfound courage, eroded who he was, where he’d come from. The only thing it couldn’t touch was his name. That had already been taken.

When he’d given himself to the black dog within, he’d found nothing but strength, and now, under the assault of the demon’s presence, he cocooned himself in that cloud of unknowing that had come to define him. He was no one, no thing. He had no core to be ripped from his center and dissolved in this sweeping tide of chaos. And in the same instant, he realized the reverse was true. With the surety of an axe through the skull, he knew from the marrow outward what it was that lay at the heart of his very being: he was the Nameless Dwarf, and no Abyss-spawned blob of stinking jelly was going to convince him otherwise.

Nils was gibbering, pale as a ghost. Duck cowered beneath his battered shield, as if that could ward off the madness. Kal’s face was petrified in a never-ending scream. Cordy looked like the corpse of her baby hung in the air before her. Back across the bridge, the dwarves of Arx Gravis seemed like a host of the damned.

Nameless bundled Duck to his feet and clanged the flat of Paxy’s blades against his shield. Duck’s eyes popped halfway out of their sockets.

“Run!” Nameless said, pushing him toward the far end of the bridge. He raised his voice to take in Cordy, Kal, and Nils. “All of you, run. I’ll hold this skull-headed shogger.”

Duck stumbled away on wobbly legs, but Nils just clung to the balustrade, staring inanely. Cordy’s eyes remained fixed to the invisible horror floating before her.

“Ha! You’ve awakened the Malady!” Blightey said. “Idiots! Even I would think twice before pitting myself against an elder of the Abyss.”

Nameless spun round, and Blightey started cackling. Nevertheless, the Lich Lord edged away from the side of the bridge nearest the demon, scarcely taking his eyes from it.

Hatred bubbled up from the base of Nameless’s spine.

Blightey showed no concern for the loss of his feeders, the destruction of the zombies he’d made of Jaym and his baresarks. He stood as certain of his own invulnerability as he had in Verusia, although, this time, he lacked the Daeg’s armor.

Fingering Paxy with a purpose, Nameless wondered how well Silas’s disease-wracked frame would stand up to a good clobbering.

He grabbed Cordy by the shoulder and spun her round. Her eyes were focused on some point behind him, her lips working in dumbstruck terror.

The Malady’s grotesque bulk rippled on a level with the bridge, its clustered faces twitching, eyes rolling in anticipated satisfaction.

Blightey wrung his hands, sadistic pleasure oozing from his clacking jaws.

Nameless did the only thing he could think of: he kissed Cordy full on the lips—and got exactly the reaction he’d expected:

A fist in the face.

“How dare…!” Cordy started and then caught sight of the aberration cresting the balustrade. She started to tremble again, but Nameless turned her about and slapped her on the rump.

“Run, Cordy, run! And don’t look back!”

She half-staggered, half-ran toward the stunned survivors of Arx Gravis, waving them ahead of her. Perhaps if they could reach the tunnel…

But then Nameless remembered Nils.

The lad was still frozen against the balustrade, mere feet from the rising behemoth. Nameless lunged for him, but his fingers met only air as Nils catapulted toward the ceiling, hung there for an instant, and then drifted down in front of Blightey.

The Lich Lord’s hand snaked out and gripped the lad by the throat. Black tendrils slithered from Blightey’s fingertips and interlaced on the skin of Nils’s neck, winding their way up to his face.

“No!” Nameless roared, striding toward them, axe raised. “Stop, or I’ll—”

“Or you’ll what?” Blightey said. “One more step and the boy rots and I throw his carcass to the Malady. How do you think his screaming soul will thank you as it suffers throughout eternity?”

Nameless stood where he was. He flicked a look at the demon slobbering over the bridge. In a few more moments, there would be no way across. If he ran now, perhaps he could… He stopped the thought in its tracks. That’s not what he did. Not what the Nameless Dwarf did, and nothing on Aosia, or beneath, was going to make him leave Nils to Blightey a second time.

“If you kill him, I’ll grind your shogging skull into powder,” Nameless said.

“You wish.” The Lich Lord’s eyes turned to whirlpools of blood.

Nils hung limply in his grip, the necrotic web spreading to his forehead. His arms and legs spasmed, but he still drew the odd choking breath.

“What do you want?” Nameless despised the shrillness in his voice.

“You assume there’s something you can do,” Blightey said. “What if this is what I want? To see you helpless, standing by while your friend decomposes and his soul is sent to its doom.”

A shadow fell across the bridge as the Malady hissed from a hundred faces, its entire bulk rising into view. Beneath it, a slime-ringed anus a cart could have passed through dilated and contracted, dripping clumps of steaming putrescence onto the stonework. The anus was flanked by hungry mouths, lapping at the muck as it was evacuated.

Turning again to Blightey, Nameless drew back his axe for a final, futile throw.

“It’s you I want, really,” Blightey said. “I’d sooner the boy served as my apprentice. Do one thing for me, and I’ll spare his life.”

“Why?” Nameless asked. “Why me?”

Blightey held up his free hand, the hairline join mark a reminder of when Nameless had severed the original.

“A minor thing, by itself,” Blightey said, “but evidence you are an irritation.”

“That’s what this is about?” Nameless said, casting a nervous look at the Malady as it squelched onto the bridge, its anus distending and shuddering as it sucked and slurped. “You got what you deserved, shog face.”

“You forget our previous meeting,” Blightey said, “when you and your friends caused me incalculable grief. I knew you straight away, even without the black helm. We liches may be a cautious bunch, hiding under our particular rocks so that we can perdure through the ages, but I’ve not exactly fitted in with the rest of them. Call it a foible, call it a sin, but I never forget a wrong, Nameless Dwarf. Never.”

Lavender flashed behind Blightey, and a lone feeder slunk through the portal.

“Oh, how wonderful,” Blightey said, sparing it a look over his shoulder. “Something to clean up the mess after I drink your soul.”

The Lich Lord’s skull pivoted back round to glare at Nameless with vortices of blood.

“Look into my eyes.”

Every instinct screamed at Nameless to turn away, to flee back over the bridge, but when he looked, the way was blocked by the blubbery mass of the Malady. It was truly colossal, a mountain of madness, shuffling nearer and nearer, threatening to smother him in an avalanche of misshapen faces.

Nils’s arms hung limply by his sides, but his feet still gave the odd twitch.

The feeder made no move to attack. It just waited patiently behind its master, ready to claim the leftovers.

“Look into my eyes!” Blightey commanded, and this time, Nameless saw no other choice.

The Lich Lord hissed in satisfaction as Nameless stared into the crimson depths, his heart groaning, straining like a ship moored on choppy seas.

The cascade of a waterfall filled his ears, and his stomach flipped up into his head. Intangible hooks sliced into his core, deep into the darkness, and stretched it wide. He felt something within, the smallest kernel of himself, popping free and rushing up his spine toward his eyes.

But he could still see. Still see the curdling malice of Blightey’s gaze. Still see Nils dangling, close to death. Still see the feeder as it raised a hand behind Blightey’s back—a hand that grasped something slender and black.

As Nameless strained to keep the last vestiges of his essence from pouring into Blightey’s eyes, the feeder warped and changed, until in its place stood Ilesa, black hair hanging loose about her face, cat eyes sparkling with purpose.

And then Nameless realized the object she held was Nils’s ocras pen, the one gifted him by Silas.

She stabbed it with all her might into the Lich Lord’s back.

Blightey screamed, Nils fell, and the darkness closed up its protective shell around the core of Nameless’s soul. In a blaze of golden light, he swung Paxy with everything he had left, her blades shearing straight through Blightey’s neck.

Silas’s body crumpled to the bridge, but the skull flew free.

Ilesa backed away from its flaring eyes, but then it arced through the air and came at Nameless like a flame-tailed comet.

Swaying aside, Nameless clobbered it with the flat of Paxy’s blades, just like when he’d played rock-ball as a child. There was a resounding crack, and Blightey ricocheted from the balustrade straight into one of the Malady’s gaping mouths.

Teeth snapped shut, and the face wrinkled in distaste. It swallowed and belched, but then the entire behemoth shook, vomit streaming out of every orifice, and a slurry of grey slime gushing from beneath. Like a man who’d ingested poison, or a dwarf with a gutful of Ironbelly’s, the Malady rolled itself over the bridge and plummeted back into the chasm amid a shower of crumbling masonry.

Nameless hugged Paxy to his chest, struggling to catch his breath.

Ilesa glanced at him but then turned to bend over the prone body of Nils.

The seat of her pants was torn, and the skin of her rump was redder than an overripe strawberry.

“What happened to your arse?” Nameless said. “You been overdoing it again?”

“Pervert.” Ilesa stood back from Nils and offered Nameless a tired grin.

“Can’t blame a dwarf for looking. How’s the lad?”

“He’ll live. Skin’s returning to normal now that shogger’s gone. You think Blightey’s dead?”

Nameless shrugged. “I hope so, but death’s not stopped him in the past. Main thing is,” he said, looking back over the bridge, “he’s out of the way for now, so we should be able to get these good people to Arnoch.”

Nils spluttered and pushed himself up on an elbow. “Arnoch? You found it again?”

Nameless knelt beside the lad and touched a hand to his forehead. It was cold and clammy, and sweat beaded the brow, but the dark veins had retreated. It looked like Nils would pull through.

“Not me, laddie. Stupid, or rather Abednego, has a map, and some faen gave us a shortcut, albeit a treacherous one.” He offered Nils a hand and helped him to his feet. “You going to be all right?”

Nils tried to smile, but his eyes turned inward and he shuddered. When he focused on Nameless, he had a forlorn look about him, and his lips quivered as he spoke. “I guess.” His eyes drifted to the headless body sprawled upon the rocky ground. “What are we going to do with Silas?”

“Take him with us,” Ilesa said.

That surprised Nameless. “I thought you didn’t like him.”

Ilesa looked somehow different, standing taller, more at ease than he’d ever seen her. “We take him with us.”

“Yes,” Nils said. “Give him a proper funeral.”

Nameless studied the corpse, remembering the horror of seeing the wizard’s face melting, dissolving into wisps of smoke, only to be replaced by Blightey’s evil skull.

He’d never worked Silas out fully, never known if he could be trusted, but in the end, Nameless had put that aside. Silas had been likable enough. He’d just gotten in over his head, that’s all.

“All right, laddie,” he said to Nils. “Have it your way. You’re carrying him, though.”

“Eh?” Nils looked like he was going to have one of his whining fits.

“I haven’t forgotten, laddie. You’re supposed to be the pack mule.” When Nils glared at him, he added, “Don’t mind me, I’m just shogging with you.”

“Funny,” Nils said.

Nameless set Paxy adrift in the air while he bent down to scoop Silas’s body up. He made a show of grunting and groaning with the effort, but resisted joking about it being a dead weight.

In truth, he was feeling stronger than he had in days. All the tension had melted from his back and shoulders, and he was swiftly getting in the mood for a celebratory keg of mead—if only he could find one.

He draped Silas over one shoulder and reclaimed Paxy with his spare hand.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get these folks to their new home.”

Ilesa was staring at Nils with the barest hint of a smile on her face. She reached out and ruffled his hair. The lad screwed his face up and muttered something, but then Nameless saw there were tears in his eyes, and Nils pulled Ilesa into a hug.

“I would join you,” Nameless said, feeling his own eyes moisten, “but my hands are full.”

Nils drew back from Ilesa’s embrace, but she held onto the tips of his fingers. It was the sort of handholding Nameless might have expected between a brother and sister.

“You did well, laddie,” he said.

Nils hung his head for a moment. “I screwed up, Nameless. Acted like my shogging dad.”

“No,” Nameless said in his sternest voice. “You did well. Made me proud to call myself your friend. You too, lassie.”

Ilesa’s jaw dropped open. She stiffened, and the faintest tremor rippled her chin. She started to say something, but Nameless turned his back on her and headed out onto the bridge, carrying the last of the four companions over his shoulder.

 




FORTY-THREE

ILESA

Proud? Ilesa thought. He’s proud? She didn’t believe a word of it. She knew herself too well for that, knew what she was capable of, what she’d done. But she’d come back, hadn’t she? She’d faced her fears and plunged the ocras pen into Blightey’s back. She might have failed Davy all that time ago, but at least she’d saved Nils. Shog, she’d saved Nameless, too.

Her step quickened, and she pulled her shoulders back, feeling lighter and more buoyant than she cared to remember. She still had hold of Nils’s hand, but the second she saw him ogling her, she let go and turned her nose up.

Nils stuck his tongue out, but then he chuckled.

Nameless led the way with the faen, who kept jabbing at his map and hopping with excitement. Silas’s body had been wrapped in a cloak, but Nameless still insisted on carrying it. She knew she couldn’t have done it. She’d have been stopping every couple of yards for a rest, but the dwarf was strong as an ox and barely seemed to notice.

Behind her and Nils, the golden-haired dwarf woman walked ahead of a stretcher bearing the elderly councilor she’d come to know as Moary. The woman had introduced herself as Cordy, an old, old friend of Nameless’s. Ilesa saw no reason to doubt the explanation, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy, nevertheless. Problem was, she didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if she seriously wanted anything from Nameless, save for his company, perhaps, or maybe his approval. And he’d already given that. It made her want to get away as quick as she could, before she screwed that up.

It felt odd to have so many dwarves trudging along at her back. Truth be told, it made her self-conscious. They must have thought of her as someone special. After all, she was in with Nameless, and they’d certainly changed their tune about him. Villain to hero in the space of days. She had to hand it to him. He’d never be right, though, never recover from what he’d done. Ilesa had come to know Nameless too well for that. But at least he had something to move forward with, and a people who, much as they couldn’t do it, sincerely wanted to forget.

A salty breeze gusted down the tunnel, and the perpetual gloom gave way to a swath of light. Gulls were crying in the distance, and Abednego ran on ahead.

Nameless shifted Silas’s corpse on his shoulder so he could quicken his pace.

The excitement was infectious, and Ilesa found herself running along with Nils and Cordy. Behind them, the whole community of dwarves came to new life and surged in pursuit.

The ground sloped upward until they emerged atop a scree-coated escarpment overlooking a glimmering inland sea. In the far distance, sheer cliffs flickered, as if they were half in, half out of reality. She remembered them clearly from that fateful day when Nameless had plummeted from the path, eventually to return with the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

Off to the left, though, was a much more impressive sight: minarets encrusted with barnacles; bronze-capped towers, green with the patina of ages; a sprawling maze of avenues and alleyways weaving between many-storied buildings. There was something unified and utterly harmonious about this island city sitting serenely above the waves. It was as if the entire structure had been carved from a mountain.

A stone drawbridge led from a heavily buttressed barbican out over the sea to the escarpment.

Around the city, light reflected in rainbows from the twin suns.

Ilesa blinked to see what was causing it, and then she gasped. An enormous globe, higher than the tallest tower, and clearer than glass, encased the island.

Nameless slapped Abednego on the back, and the faen staggered under the blow. If he minded, he didn’t show it. Instead, he hopped from foot to foot with a big grin splitting his face.

“Arnoch!” Abednego cried, turning to the awestruck dwarves still spilling out onto the escarpment. “Welcome to your new home.”

 




FORTY-FOUR

NAMELESS

I still don’t understand why you didn’t bring us here earlier,” Cordy said, as Abednego led her and Nameless on a twisting journey through the passages beneath King Arios’s throne room.

Nameless wouldn’t have wanted to be Abednego for all the mead left in Arx Gravis right then.

“The Destroyer,” Abednego said. “It would have slain you all, just as it slew the dwarves of Arnoch.”

Cordy stopped abruptly and crossed her arms over her chest. Her cheeks were so red, Nameless thought they might explode.

“So, five hundred dwarves couldn’t do what he could?” She cocked her head at Nameless.

Abednego turned to face her, hands steepled as if in prayer.

Nameless had half a mind to leave them to it. As far as he was concerned, whatever it was the faen wanted to show them could wait till he’d sated his thirst on the contents of the Arnochian king’s mead cellar. Shog only knew what it tasted like after all these centuries, but one thing was for sure, it had to be a damned sight better than Ironbelly’s.

He spat on Paxy’s blades and proceeded to polish them with his fingers, if anything making them duller with the smears he left. Paxy didn’t seem to mind, though. She purred like a cat and throbbed warmly in his grasp.

“He has the blood of the Exalted,” Abednego said, as if explaining the simplest of concepts to a child. “No other can wield the axe.”

“But he’s tainted, same as we all are,” Cordy said.

Abednego frowned.

Nameless had to admit, Cordy could have put it more subtly.

“The blood of my people is a boon, not an affliction,” Abednego said. “Yes, it introduces an element of uncertainty…”

“Deceit, you mean,” Cordy said.

Nameless pulled a face at his reflection in Paxy’s blades. “I guess Weasel had to get it from somewhere.”

“Hilarious,” the faen said. “My people are not just tricksters. We are inventors, pioneers, and we have an insatiable curiosity. This makes yours a unique race: the stoicism and honor of the dwarves blended with the ingenuity of the faen. It is my hope… it is the hope of the Sedition, that you will be our strongest defense against the wiles of Mananoc.”

Cordy threw her hands up, gritted her teeth, and then let out all her steam in an explosive sigh. “So, you duped us.”

Abednego’s eyes widened, and he looked to Nameless for help. “Duped? I don’t understand.”

“You pretended to be one of us, albeit an idiot,” Cordy said, “all so you could lead us a merry dance until we became your witless new army, marching out from this glorious mythical city to do your bidding. And another thing: how come Stupid’s been known to Arx Gravis all this time, and now he turns out to be you?”

“I used to come and go a lot,” Abednego said. “I am always traveling this place and that, shoring up alliances, planting new seeds. It is what I must do, if we are to prevail.”

Cordy rolled her eyes at Nameless. “Know who that sounds like, don’t you?”

“Uh huh,” Nameless said, still working intently on Paxy’s blades. “Bald bastard by the name of Aristodeus.”

The philosopher had been the one to imprison him in the ocras helm that robbed him of his name. Aristodeus had later orchestrated the ill-fated quest to destroy the power of the black axe. A lot of good people had died due to mistakes the philosopher had made in his interminable war against the Abyss.

“I am not like Aristodeus,” Abednego said.

“Just because you’ve got hair, laddie, doesn’t mean you’re not a shogger.” Nameless looked up from his polishing and raised an eyebrow.

“Look, you’re here, aren’t you?” Abednego said. “I led you to the Axe of the Dwarf Lords and guided the rest of the dwarves to their new home.”

Nameless shouldered Paxy and fixed Abednego with a hard stare. “By a circuitous route that nearly got us all killed.”

“I’ll grant you that,” Abednego said, “but there were other forces at play.”

“Blightey?” Cordy said.

Abednego nodded. “In a way. It was Nameless’s wizard friend, Silas, and the influence of Blightey’s grimoire that led to the forest of tar, but the Lich Lord had planned it all centuries ago, just in case he should ever perish.”

“So, laddie,” Nameless said, his hackles starting to rise, “you thought you’d risk the sole survivors of the dwarven race by putting them in Blightey’s way? They didn’t need to come. I’d already killed the Destroyer by then. Why couldn’t you have brought them straight here?”

Abednego spread his arms wide, taking in the walls of the passageway. “Because this is Arnoch, the home of heroes. That’s what your people have become, surviving their ordeal with Blightey. Heroes, every last one of them. Did you see the way they came to your aid on the bridge? Did you see how—?”

Cordy’s fist smashed into his face. Abednego staggered back and pitched onto his arse, blood trickling from his nose.

“Show us what you wanted us to see,” she said, “then leave.”

Gingerly rising to his feet, the faen led them to an intersection, turned left, then right, and brought them to a flight of algae-covered stairs. At the bottom, he pushed open a creaking door, and they followed him into an oval chamber.

A circle of crystalline spheres hung from a metal contraption on the ceiling above an arch made of ocras. The green veins in the ore had been formed into glyphs that covered the structure in some unknown script that made Nameless’s skin prickle.

“There are fewer than four hundred dwarves remaining,” Abednego said as he walked around the arch. “How long do you think it will be before you become extinct?”

Cordy looked at Nameless and shrugged.

Nameless saw what the faen was getting at straight away. “He’s right, lassie. There’s barely enough of us to sustain a community. We could all be gone in another generation or two.”

Abednego nodded then stroked the arch. “This is a portal,” he said, “a doorway between the worlds. It was made by the faen at the request of King Arios. He knew the fate that awaited the dwarves, knew they could not defeat the Destroyer. Even those who went on to found Arx Gravis would not have been beyond the monster’s reach, should it have found a way to rise from the sea, and so the King sent the rest of his people—dwarf lords, all of them—through the portal, beyond the stars to a world called Thanatos.”

“Are you saying we could go there?” Cordy said. “Bring them back to Arnoch?”

“Perhaps one day,” Abednego said. “If the portal can be mended. King Arios ordered my people to—how can I put it?—dispel its magic once the last of the dwarves were through. He could not risk the possibility of the Destroyer following them.”

“Then have your people fix it,” Cordy said.

Abednego held out his hands like a supplicant. “If only it were that simple. The bulk of the faen do not want your race to survive. They believe you are—how did you put it?—tainted. The few of us who form the Sedition have other ideas, but we lack the arcane knowledge to repair the portal. It is a specialist art that requires many minds. That aside, the last thing the other faen want is the dwarves returning to Arnoch. You forget, this city was the bastion against all that assailed the mind of the Daeg, all the fear planted in that sorry god by his father and ours, Mananoc. Our best chance, our only chance, is to combine forces, your people and the Sedition. Perhaps with time and a pooling of resources—”

“Forget it,” Cordy said. “I’d sooner entrust our fate to the Council of Twelve, procrastinating fools that they are.”

Nameless resisted pointing out that she was on the Council.

Cordy turned on her heel and started for the steps, but she stopped when Duck came tearing down them, panting for breath. He eyed Nameless nervously and proceeded to whisper in Cordy’s ear.

“These dwarf lords who escaped,” Nameless said. “How do we know they endured?”

“We don’t,” Abednego said. “And if they did, they may have changed a great deal. They might no longer be the heroes of legend. The world they went to, Thanatos, is a world of death. The living are not exactly welcome there.”

“I see,” Nameless said. “Well that’s encouraging. Listen, laddie, they’ve been lost for shog knows how many centuries. I doubt a little prudence will change anything. What say you we investigate the mead cellar? I’m starting to forget what booze tastes like, and so far, it’s been all fighting and running and not a jot of festivity.”

Abednego smiled and inclined his head. “You are right. These things can wait. Even with less than four hundred, I dare say the end of the dwarves is not imminent.”

Nameless thumped him on the arm so hard, Abednego winced. “Good on you, laddie. Now lead the way.”

Cordy blocked his path. “First things first,” she said. “The Council are in session in King Arios’s throne room.”

Nameless cocked an eyebrow at Duck. “You ran all the way to tell us that? Those codgers will be debating seating arrangements till this time tomorrow.”

“Old Moary has persuaded them Arnoch needs a king,” Cordy said, no trace of humor in her voice.

“Arnoch already has a king,” Nameless said. “Make no bones about it. Ha, bones!” he said, rapping Abednego on the skull. “Get it? King Arios!”

Abednego grimaced, but no one was laughing.

“He’s proposing you,” Cordy said.

Duck lowered his eyes.

“Me?” Nameless roared with laughter. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever… You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Cordy bit her lip and nodded.

“Right,” Nameless said. “We’ll see about that.”

 




FORTY-FIVE

NILS

The cold of the stone floor seeped into Nils’s arse and made it ache like shog. The entire hall was riddled with damp that painted dark swaths across the walls. The frescoes of dwarven heroes facing off against hordes of giants and goblins were faded and cracked, and the scant furniture was either overturned or rotted to the point that it would disintegrate at the slightest touch.

Once, it had probably been a meeting chamber, perhaps where the dwarf lords of Arnoch would have planned their wars against the armies of nightmare and deception. Now, it reminded Nils of nothing so much as a crypt, or a monument to a bygone age.

The idea that Arnoch could be reoccupied was as crazy to him as the idea that Blightey might once more return from the dead, this time as a dairy maid.

The dwarves, though, seemed to have a different idea. They’d been exploring the palace in droves, commenting on the craftsmanship and arguing about the best way to restore it. They’d finally done the hall to death and buggered off along the many corridors. Their muffled voices formed a strangely comforting background to his work.

Just the thought of the Lich Lord set Nils shivering again. He didn’t know if he’d ever be right after what that creep had said and done. Only thing for it was to crowd the memories out with reading and writing.

He had the Lek Vae open next to the notebook Silas had given him. Each time he jotted down an idea for his story, he hunted through the Lek Vae to find the words he wasn’t sure of and check his spelling. It was slow work, what with it being Ancient Vanatusian and all, but he had to do it.

A shadow fell over him, and Nils suppressed a squeal. He’d not heard anyone approach.

“Steady now,” Ilesa said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Ain’t scared,” Nils said, pointedly scratching away with the ocras pen he’d retrieved from Silas’s back.

Ilesa crouched down beside him, eyes narrowing with concern. “Looked to me like you thought it was him—you know, Blightey, come to shove a spike up you.” She tried to make light of it with a grin, but Nils didn’t feel like laughing.

“Well, maybe I did.” He hated the quaver in his voice; thought it made him sound like a girl.

He pored over a passage in the Lek Vae, not really knowing what word he was looking for. Problem was, his Ancient Vanatusian was crap. Silas had reckoned it was the way to go, because it’s what the scholars in Jeridium used. Said he’d have to master it, if he wanted to get into the Academy; but it would have been a damned sight easier if he could’ve just used normal words. Not that he could spell those, neither, but at least he knew what they were, and how to sound them out.

“Don’t know why you’re bothering with that,” Ilesa said. “Makes much more sense to write words people can understand.”

Nils sighed and closed the Lek Vae. “It’s what Silas wanted me to do. Said it was the best place to start.”

Ilesa sniffed and stole a look at his notebook. “Always was a shogger.”

“That ain’t fair,” Nils said. “Not now he’s dead.”

“‘Bytch’ isn’t Ancient Vanatusian,” she said, leafing through the pages of his notebook. “Neither is ‘d-worf’ or ‘wizod.’”

Nils snatched the notebook away from her. “That’s because I can’t find them words in the Lek Vae. Shog it, maybe I’ll have to write out my story normal, like what we talk. I can always put it into Ancient Vanatusian later. Happy now?”

His chin trembled as he tried to hold back the tears. He didn’t even know what was getting to him. Maybe it had all just been too much.

Ilesa ran her fingers through his hair and smiled, just how Mom used to smile whenever Dad told him off. “I think that’s a good idea. Mind telling me what it’s about?”

“Had an ocean… had a notion I’d write up our adventures. I mean, it ain’t every day folk come to Cerreth and fight their way to a lost city and all that.”

Ilesa nodded then focused her gaze on the wall, as if she were studying the battle scene there. “Am… am I in it?”

Nils felt his cheeks redden.

“What…?” Ilesa said. “What are you going to write about—?”

The double doors leading to the throne room crashed open, and Nameless stormed out, slamming the doors shut behind him. He grumbled under his breath, growled, and then looked up, eyes widening as he realized he wasn’t alone.

His expression instantly changed, the mask of anger giving way to a ridiculously wide grin that was all teeth.

“Laddie! Lassie! Gather your things. We’re off.” He strode over to them and peered down at Nils’s notebook. “It’s ‘shog’ with an ‘o,’ laddie.”

“I know,” Nils said, striking out the ‘a.’

“Reckon the fire of youth’s messing with your brain.” Nameless winked at Ilesa.

“What?” Nils said, his cheeks now burning. “Shog off. And besides, I ain’t got time for none of that stuff. I got too much studying to do.”

“So, you’re not staying on as king, then?” Ilesa said.

“I told them a king needs a name, and do you know what? The shoggers tried to give me one.”

Nils gathered his things into his pack and rolled to his knees, wincing at the pins and needles prickling through his legs. “What name?”

“Not saying,” Nameless said. “Stupid bloody name, if you ask me. Told them they could shove the kingship. Don’t really think they knew what they were asking. Too much has happened for me to stay.”

“But you’ve more than made up for it,” Ilesa said.

Nameless shook his head. “No, lassie. Done all I can, but some things can’t ever be put right. I’ll be back, no doubt about it, but I couldn’t stay here. Besides, I’ve still got something I want to do.”

Nils pushed himself to his feet and slung his pack over his shoulder. “What’s that, then?”

“Just an idea I had in Brink a while back. Nothing firmed up as yet. First things first. We need to get you back home.”

Nils hadn’t realized just how much he’d missed Jeridium. He’d never been away for so long before, and after what he’d been through, he could think of nowhere he’d rather be.

“What about you, lassie?” Nameless said. “You coming with us?”

“To Jeridium?” Ilesa’s face took on a grim set. “Don’t see why not. I’ve got plenty of unfinished business back there, most of it with a pale-faced shogger of a midget.”

“Shadrak?” Nameless said. “Now that’s something I’ve got to see. Problem is, his cover was blown last time I was in Jeridium. I doubt he’ll have gone back there. I must warn you, though, I can’t be taking sides. Shadrak might be a nasty little backstabbing scut-bucket, but he’s a friend of mine.”

Ilesa gave him a smile that was anything but sweet. “Sure I can’t persuade you?” she said. The air around her shimmered as she shrank to the size of a dwarf and waggled her huge rump at him before turning back to her normal self once more.

Nameless rubbed his beard. “Well, lassie, I never like to say never.”

“So, what are they going to do?” Nils nodded toward the double doors.

“Old Moary will be take the role of regent while they sort it out. The rate the Council get things done, could be years before anyone sits on Arios’s throne.”

“What about—?” Ilesa started but stopped when the double doors creaked open and Cordy stepped through. “Her,” she finished.

As Cordy walked toward them, Nameless went to meet her. They stared at each other for what seemed an eternity. Nils couldn’t be sure, but he thought Cordy’s eyes were wet with tears waiting to fall. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, then she put her arms around Nameless. At first, Nameless didn’t respond, but then he returned the hug with one arm, the other hand holding onto the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. With excruciating slowness, Cordy released him then turned to head back through the doors.

Nameless muttered to himself, apparently lost in thought. He hung his head for a moment, but when he lifted it and turned back to face Nils and Ilesa, there was a glint in his eyes and a smile on his face.

“Let’s say our farewells to Silas and get going,” he said. “They’re having a big memorial service tomorrow for everyone else that died, but I don’t think I could stomach it.”

Nameless led them down a series of corridors until they stood once more on the shore of the inland sea with sunlight reflecting off the invisible sphere surrounding the city.

A funeral pyre had swiftly been built from rotting furniture, and a sizable group of dwarves was already gathered, with more emerging from doors around the palace to take up their places.

Old Moary, supported by two helpers, trudged to the pyre with a line of councilors following behind and Cordy bringing up the rear.

Nameless, Ilesa, and Nils stood beside their friend’s headless corpse in silence as Old Moary rattled off some prayers to Witandos. Someone passed him a flaming brand which he touched to the pyre.

Nils turned away, tears streaming down his cheeks. Smoke got into his lungs and made him cough.

A strong hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he found himself looking straight into Nameless’s eyes.

“Make him proud, laddie, like you made me proud.”

“I will.” Nils sniffed. “I’m gonna get that place at the Academy.”

He’d thought about it long and hard. There weren’t no way he was going back to the guild. Not ever. Last thing he wanted was to end up a shogger like his dad. Once he’d completed his studies, he planned to work through the Lek Vae, see if it made sense.

“But first,” he told Nameless, “I have our story to write.”

“Splendid,” Nameless said. “Have you decided what to call it?”

Nils shrugged. “Don’t rightly know. Ain’t got a name yet.”

“Just make sure you don’t mention the gut, eh, laddie?” Nameless jiggled his paunch and chuckled.

They bade their farewells to the dwarves.

Abednego presented Nameless with a map of the known stepping stones across Cerreth, and Old Moary gave him a costrel of Arnochian mead he’d filled from a keg in the cellars beneath the throne room.

Nameless’s eyes lingered on Cordy so long, Nils thought he might have been under some magical influence or other, and then they were on their way, traipsing along the far shoreline toward a distant mountain range, beyond which Abednego had told them lay the zombie village and then the Malfen Pass.

“Can’t say I’m relishing the journey,” Ilesa said.

“Oh, pshaw, lassie,” Nameless said. “We have our good friend Nils here to entertain us along the way. This story of yours, laddie, why don’t you tell us what you’ve got in mind.”

“Well,” Nils said, “I’ve just been making notes about the final battle with Blightey on the bridge. I’ve got this great idea for you,” he told Ilesa, “for when you ram the ocras pen in his back.”

Ilesa almost smiled, but then she looked down at her feet. “So, I get a good part?”

“Oh, yeah,” Nils said. “That’s the best bit. You know, Silas once said the pen was mightier than the sword.”

Nameless pulled Old Moary’s costrel from his backpack and took a lusty swig. “True enough.” He gave Paxy an affectionate pat and she purred in response. “But the axe is mightier still, eh, lassie?”

The dwarf strode on ahead, singing a bawdy song, seemingly without a care in the world.

Ilesa shrugged and set off after him, but Nils cast a long look back over the spires and minarets of Arnoch.

Smoke billowed in black clouds from Silas’s pyre, a reminder of all they’d suffered, all they’d lost.

It would have been so easy if he could have simply turned away and left it all behind, if the terrible things Blightey had planted in his mind could have been burned up along with Silas’s body. Something lost, something gained, Mom would have said.

He wouldn’t want to call himself a boy no more, that’s for sure. No, it was time he stood on his own two feet, time he started making a name for himself. Everyone would one day know of Nils Fargin, and that was a promise. He’d be the most famous writer in the whole of Medryn-Tha, and the greatest scholar the Academy had ever known.

“Come on, laddie,” Nameless called back. “Twenty miles, and we can stop for another swig of mead.”

Nils laughed out loud, raised his hand in farewell to the dwarves watching from the outskirts of their new home, and then took the first step toward Jeridium like he was walking on air.

 




The story continues in…

SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF

BOOK SIX

FATE OF THE DWARF LORDS

Please support independent authors by leaving a brief review of SKULL OF THE LICH LORD both at the retailer of your choice and at Goodreads.

Thanks for reading!

Please stay in touch at www.dpprior.com and sign up to my mailing list for new releases and special offers.

Connect with me on social media at:

Twitter: @NamelessDwarf

Facebook: @dpprior

Instagram: namelessdwarf
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