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SOLDIER, OUTLAW, HERO, KING:

ANNALS OF THE NAMELESS DWARF

Book Six

FATE OF THE DWARF LORDS

Having worked out his penance and resettled his people in the citadel of Arnoch, the Nameless Dwarf decides to start a new life in the up-and-coming town of Brink.

Seven years later, he has everything a dwarf could possibly wish for—a gym, a beer hall, and a bawdy house across the road.

Then a blood-stained dwarf staggers into town with a message of doom:

Arnoch has sunk beneath the waves, its last defense against the attack of a five-headed dragon.

The one slender hope remaining to the dwarves lies in their distant past: the dwarf lords, who had been created for perils such as this. But for centuries, they have been in exile on Thanatos, a death world likely to change even the greatest of heroes.

With time running out for Arnoch, Nameless must find the dwarf lords and persuade them to come home.

But before that, he first has to survive them.
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ONE

Waves lapped the shoreline, spraying the air with brine and tainting it with the cabbage stench of algae. In the distance, the Vanishing Cliffs collapsed into the sea amid the churn and froth of white horses. In a matter of hours, they would re-form and once more resume their perpetual disintegration.

Dwarves lined the breakwater in front of the barbican: soldiers, artisans, wild-looking baresarks; men, women, and children. As they waited for the funeral to begin, they were spared the glare of the twin suns by the length and breadth of Arnoch’s shadow.

The citadel might have felt like an overprotective parent to Cordana Kilderkin, newly appointed Voice of the Council of Twelve, had it not been for her crippling sense of inadequacy. Right then, the last stronghold of the dwarf lords felt more like the critical kind, the parent for whom nothing was ever good enough; waiting for her to slip up; waiting to remind her just how far above her station she had risen.

Cordy could never grow used to the immensity of Arnoch’s curtain walls, reaching to the sky and buttressed with enough granite and ocras to keep out all the armies of the world. She’d never lingered outside long enough to take in the full panoply of its turrets and gatehouses, the homey glow coming through a thousand embrasures; the variegated spires of every height and thickness, dominated by the central tower sprouting from the keep, a petaled dome at its top. It was a sight to behold. Arnoch was the greatest sanctuary she had ever known, but right now, it felt like a mountainous weight upon her shoulders.

Old Moary was dead.

It seemed only yesterday he had been nominated regent, after the Nameless Dwarf had refused the crown. That had thrown the dwarves into confusion, for Nameless was the only one left with the blood of the Exalted. But in reality, it had been seven years since the few hundred survivors of the Ravine Butcher had made their final stand against the Lich Lord and found a new home in the ancient citadel of Arnoch.

And here she was, leading them, standing at the head of the newly reassembled Council of Twelve, all robed in white, all looking so terribly serious. All watching her.

But Cordy had eyes only for the funeral pyre: a huge slab of granite, atop which were bundles of sticks and kindling, and the body of the deceased regent.

As a red-cloaked soldier reached up to light the pyre with a flaming brand, Cordy’s innards opened onto a void that threatened to swallow her.

Death had never seemed so empty, so appalling; and she’d never before felt the absence of anyone to pray to. Her late husband Thumil had discovered the Wayist scriptures followed by Maldark the Fallen in the olden days, but Cordy found them insipid. Like most dwarves, the only gods she recognized were Witandos the Supernal Father and the other shady deities mentioned in the Chronicles of Arx Gravis, but she’d never learned to pray to them, only curse in their names.

After everything she’d been through these past years, everything she’d witnessed, she doubted there really were any gods. The hard reality of existence was laid out plainly before her eyes: Old Moary’s livid flesh, his bones, his cyanosed toes poking through the holes in his socks. And fire.

The kindling took in an instant, and black smoke raced ahead of orange flames. With a sizzling rush, the pyre raged into a conflagration, and heat scorched her beard and face, forcing her to take half a dozen steps back. She swatted soot from her white robe.

“My Lady Voice,” Councilor Winso said. The title sounded wrong, like it was meant for someone else. He gestured toward the crowd. “A few words, if it pleases you.”

It did not. The emptiness that had threatened her now seethed and roiled in her guts. She knew it for what it was: the anger that masked her vulnerabilities and enabled her to get through each day. It had been the same since Thumil had been killed by the Butcher. Since their baby Marla had been pulped against the ravine wall.

A few words. She would have given Winso a few choice ones, only, the flames roaring above Old Moary’s pyre brought back the blanket of sadness. She would miss the old codger, even if no one else did. His legendary prevarication had lessened somewhat as regent, but he’d still been painfully indecisive. But that hadn’t been the point of his election. He’d been chosen as a safe pair of hands. No one had expected him to see out another year, but in typical Moary style, he’d dragged it out for seven.

The truth was, Cordy didn’t have a clue what to say. She’d never been much of a speaker, save for speaking her mind.

When she’d been announced as the new leader of the Council, she’d been as shocked as everyone else. Then the grumblings had started: no woman had ever occupied the post before. She was hardly qualified, being from a long line of brewers—a noble enough profession, but not exactly governing material. She’d only been given the position because her husband had been the last Voice. And so it went on.

What they really objected to was the nature of her ascension. In times past, leaders had been chosen by the Council; but on this occasion, the regent had simply nominated his successor. No one seemed to give Cordy credit, though, for her first edict as ruler: she’d put the Council back together, to help her share the burden of government. It was hardly her fault if the silly shoggers went on and elected her.

Winso was still waiting for her to say something. She felt the eyes of the entire Council on her, and those of all the dwarves watching from the shadow of the curtain walls. Her people. The last of their kind.

There seemed something tragic about the way this once brave and self-sufficient race was waiting upon her with bated breath. What could she say to them? That she felt a fraud? That she wished Old Moary would rise from the flames and resume command?

Kaldwyn Gray nodded his encouragement from her left, red cloak snapping in the breeze. He’d been a loyal friend these past years, and she knew he’d do anything for her. Kal had even sought her blessing for his forthcoming marriage to Glariya Gravenstone, Cordy’s old sparring partner from the Slean.

On her other side, Duck smiled and winked that she’d do all right. Not Duck anymore, she reminded herself. After all, she’d been the one to suggest he went back to using his given name, now he was with the Svarks. It was hardly fitting for a member of the Council’s special cohort to go by a nickname, especially one as silly as “Duck.” Svark Grimwart, it was now, to give him his title. Svark Togal Grimwart. She’d raised him to the Black Cloaks, not because he’d wanted that dubious honor, but because she wanted him close by, ready to turn an assassin’s blade with that huge shield of his; ready with his mace to brain a contentious councilor who overstepped the mark.

“I…” Cordy started in a croaky voice. She coughed and decided to begin again. It sounded so self-important, commencing a funeral speech with “I.”

Svark Grimwart snatched a canteen of water from a Red Cloak and passed it to her. The soldier started to protest, but the billow of Grimwart’s black cloak silenced him. Not as stupid as he looked. He knew better than to mess with the Svarks.

She took a long pull and coughed again. It wasn’t water. It was beer. Piss poor beer, at that. The Red Cloak had filled his canteen with Ironbelly’s.

She slung it back to the man. He cringed, no doubt waiting for the reprimand. Everyone knew it was a court-martial offense to drink on the job. It was about the only time a dwarf couldn’t drink.

“Don’t worry, laddie,” she said, almost rolling her eyes as she caught herself using Nameless’s expression. “I’ll make an exception in your case. I mean, it’s not like Ironbelly’s is real ale.”

The soldier laughed nervously, and Grimwart sent him away with a wave of his shield.

Still, the Red Cloak had given her an idea.

“Who’s organizing the booze for the wake?”

“Bucknard Snaff,” Kal said, eyes scanning the crowd until he saw who he was looking for and beckoned.

A fat old dwarf in a grimy apron shuffled forward on bandy legs. Bucknard had long been the Kilderkin family’s business rival, but he’d always spoken well of her pa, and he’d endorsed Cordy’s new beer when she’d launched it just before the end of Arx Gravis. It struck her as prophetic that she’d named it Arnochian Ale.

Bucknard had lost a lot of hair since then, both on top and from his beard. He wiped his hands on his apron and held one out to her. She took it and squeezed, and Bucknard winced.

“My Lady Voice,” Bucknard started, but Cordy interrupted him.

“How many kegs did you bring?”

“Twenty hogsheads and a couple of kilderkins.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Bucknard. Tap them and start pouring. Let’s make this a funeral to be remembered.”

“Aye, my Lady—”

“Cordy. Just Cordy.”

Bucknard’s face split into a big grin, and he turned back to the crowd, barking orders. In response, a dozen dwarves in tan overalls—his family members, most likely—rushed away to do as bidden.

To Councilor Winso’s annoyance, Cordy held up a hand for a little more time. She turned her gaze on the roaring flames of Old Moary’s pyre, wondering if he deserved more. Wondering if he’d have approved of her impromptu shindig. Course he would: he was a dwarf—a real dwarf, unlike most of the councilors, who seemed to have forgotten what that meant.

In a matter of minutes, cheers started up around the crowd and tankards were raised in the direction of the pyre. No, not the pyre, Cordy realized. They were saluting her.

When Kal passed her a frothing flagon, she took a swig, and then she was ready.

“Centuries ago,” she began.

“What’s that?” someone yelled.

In unison, the crowd stepped away from the walls of the citadel and edged closer, straining to hear.

“Centuries ago, when King Arios made the decision to sink the city, he must have envisioned a time when there would once more be dwarves in Arnoch. The Destroyer was in their midst, killing without discriminating between man, woman, and child.”

She faltered. It was too close to what had happened to her own people. Too close to the butchery at the ravine city of Arx Gravis, when Nameless had returned home with the black axe.

Dwarves were watching her, wide-eyed and attentive. Occasionally, someone would take a sip of ale, but they remained enraptured.

Maybe she’d misjudged them. Maybe they were ready for what she had to say, after all. It had been a long, hard path to recovery, but perhaps the wounds inflicted on the dwarven race were finally starting to heal.

“Love you, Cordy!” someone at the back heckled. A hand clutching a tankard appeared above the crowd.

She shook her head and laughed. Tears played at the sides of her eyes. Nameless used to call her Cordy. Thumil had called her Cordy, too, back when the three of them had been friends. But it wasn’t Nameless that had heckled. He was long gone. Moved to Brink south of the Farfall Mountains, so she’d heard. It may as well have been the other side of the world.

Councilor Winso coughed and raised his eyebrows, prompting her to go on.

Where was she? She looked to Kal for help.

“The Destroyer…”

A creature of nightmare, dreamed by the god of Aosia, the Daeg, forever sleeping in his lair at the heart of the world. Nothing could stop it, not even the combined might of the dwarf lords. King Arios had been quick to realize their doom, and he had done the only thing he could to save his people: he’d activated Arnoch’s last line of defense by raising the hyaline shields and sinking the city beneath the waves.

“Well, you all know the story by now,” Cordy said, taking another swig, “so I won’t bore you with the details. My point is that, when all seemed lost, hope did not die. And it was the same for us after Arx Gravis. It was the same for us as we fled the Lich Lord’s feeders across Cerreth. And now, that hope is coming to fruition in us: not mythical dwarf lords with their heroism and might, but real people. Ordinary folk who have endured despite…”

No one was listening. They were all looking off into the distance and muttering.

A storm head was rolling in from the north: an island of black cloud scudding across skies that were perfectly clear everywhere else. As she watched, streamers of darkness separated from the central mass, and then even that began to uncoil. Somebody shouted out in shock, but Cordy had already seen it for herself: the undulating shape was moving against the wind.

The glint of sunlight on metal drew her eye. In among the bystanders, the rogue, Weasel, was peering through a spyglass. Cordy winced as he lowered the tube from his eye and the color left his face. He was scared half to death, but the last thing she needed was for him to say something and start a panic.

“Dragon!” Weasel cried. He started to run back toward the barbican.

Gasps passed through the crowd, then Weasel’s cry found its echo.

“My Lady?” Kal said. “What—?”

“Inside,” Cordy said. “Get everyone inside.”

Already, the black-cloaked Svarks were ushering the councilors toward the barbican gates. Grimwart took hold of Cordy’s elbow, but she shrugged him off.

“We need to go,” he said.

The flap of monstrous wings was stirring up a gale. The dragon was still some way off but growing larger with every passing moment. Its sinuous body corkscrewed through the air, propelling it with powerful whiplash motions. It was big. Even at such a distance, she could she just how big. The trees it soared above were like shrubs in comparison, the highest hills no more than blisters on the ground. But it wasn’t just the size that disturbed Cordy: it was the heads. For this was no ordinary dragon, if such a thing could be said to exist. There were five heads, each scaled a different color, and each emitting its own noxious spew of breath.

Dwarves were screaming now as the gale roared into a hurricane. The span of the dragon’s wings blotted out the light of the twin suns, as though night had fallen in an instant.

Grimwart grabbed her arm again, and this time she didn’t resist. He tugged her backward toward the gatehouse, but she couldn’t wrench her eyes from the beast.

A group of Red Cloaks raced to meet the threat, crossbows aimed high, axes held aloft. Before the dragon was within range of their weapons, dark liquid gushed from its jade head and spattered them with sizzling droplets. Screams rent the air, but already the purple head was belching forth a churning brume of darkness that smothered the dwarves. The crimson head whipped round next, and as the smog dispersed in the wind, the Red Cloaks were revealed, frozen in poses of battle. Monstrous jaws opened. Flames roared.

“No!” Cordy cried.

The ground shook as the dragon landed. Cordy stumbled, but Grimwart caught her and shoved her toward the entrance, covering her back with his shield. The dragon advanced with thunderous footfalls, and Arnoch’s towers teetered and trembled.

Cordy turned back to watch while she waited for the last of the stragglers to make it inside. The Red Cloaks on the door waved her in anxiously, but she hesitated, spellbound by the awesome power of the beast.

Grimwart backed away behind his shield. It seemed a vain gesture. The dragon wouldn’t have noticed if it squashed him like an ant, and each of its five heads was large enough to swallow a house.

“Cordy,” Grimwart growled over his shoulder. “We need to go.”

Her legs refused to move.

“Now!”

Grimwart barreled into her as the crimson head swooped down. Red Cloaks grabbed Cordy and pulled her inside as fetid breath struck her. The dragon’s jaws gaped. Its fangs were thicker than tree trunks, keener than spear tips.

Grimwart retreated into the gatehouse after her. He raised his shield and crouched behind it. The stone doors were already grinding their way shut. Beyond the threshold, the hyaline shields winked and shimmered into life, enclosing the citadel in a protective bubble. Thank shog. Someone had acted without needing to be told, for a change. Flames welled at the back of the dragon’s mouth, burgeoned into a small sun. Heat scorched Cordy’s face, reflected orange from Grimwart’s shield.

And then the doors thudded closed.

Cool air and relief washed over her. There was a colossal boom. The barbican rocked. Cordy stumbled into the arms of Kal, who instantly marched her toward the rear. There were dwarves everywhere, calling to one another, screaming. Black Cloaks wove among them as Red Cloaks tried to funnel them out the back to safety.

The milling dwarves parted to let Cordy and Kal through. Even panicked, they knew what was expected. Grimwart pushed and shoved his way toward her, but Cordy waved him back. She was quite safe with Kal, and the Black Cloaks were going to have their work cut out for them.

Halfway along the main concourse to the keep, the faen Abednego was waiting for her.

If not for his grey hair wound into dreadlocks, the wizened grooves of his face, he could have been taken for a dwarf child, he was so small. That, and the fact he was wearing the white robes of a councilor. The thought crossed Cordy’s mind that he hadn’t been there with the other members of the Twelve at Old Moary’s funeral. That was the trouble with faen, the shifty little shoggers: you could never rely on them. It made her question her decision to appoint him to the Council, the first non-dwarf ever to hold a seat. Thumil always used to say, if you can’t trust folk with the small things, then you definitely can’t with the big.

Abednego turned and walked with her and Kal.

“I activated the shields. I assumed you wouldn’t mind.”

“Well done,” Cordy said. It was hard not to be disappointed a dwarf hadn’t had the good sense to act. But what could you expect? They’d languished for centuries at the foot of the ravine that housed Arx Gravis and made a religion out of doing nothing.

Above the concourse, the dragon’s wings smothered the sky seen through the translucent shields. More thunderous roars came from outside, this time from different points about the citadel. Five concussive booms sounded, each one an earthquake, costing Cordy her footing.

Back the way they’d come, the bricks of the barbican glowed an angry red.

“It’s through the shields, that side,” Abednego said.

Cordy had never heard a quaver in the faen’s voice until now.

Screams reverberated all around her as the citadel juddered. Above the western quarter, black mottling coated the outside of the shields. Beyond it, opaquely, she could make out the silhouette of another of the dragon’s vast heads. A cloud of dark vapor gusted from its maw. Where it struck, the shields began to corrode.

Kal bundled her in through the keep’s ocras doors. Cordy doubted even the green-flecked black ore could ward against the dragon’s attack.

Abednego came in last and pulled the lever that shut the doors.

“The dragon guns—” Kal said.

“You know how to use them?” Cordy already knew the answer. The guns mounted on the battlements were leftovers from the time of the dwarf lords: huge cannons that no one understood, not even Abednego.

“Uh, no,” Kal said.

“Don’t ask me,” Abednego said. “I told you I was no lore master.”

A massive blast ripped through the air outside the keep. The room lurched, or it may have been Cordy, she couldn’t tell.

When she steadied herself, she turned and strode for the corridor that led to King Arios’s throne room.

“You’re not going to—” Abednego started, as Cordy entered through the double doors and made straight for the throne atop its dais. The forest of pillars supporting the ceiling shuddered under another boom.

“Don’t see there’s much choice. Unless you have a better idea?”

“My Lady Voice?” Kal said. He was out of his depth and pale as a sheet. He stood dumbly at the foot of the steps beneath the throne, waiting for her to tell him what to do.

“I’m going to sink the city,” Cordy said.

Old Moary had taught her the sequence he’d learned from Arios’s journal. It was the same combination used by the King all those centuries ago. If anything, her circumstances were even more dire than his.

The panels on the arms of the throne slid back to reveal knobs, sliders, and buttons, all of brass, silver, crystal, and stone. As she twisted some, pressed others, careful not to make a single mistake, Abednego called up to her from the bottom of the steps.

“Aren’t you going to send for help first?”

“Hah!” Cordy said without looking up. “This is Cerreth, Abednego, the land of nightmares. Who do you think will respond?”

Somewhere in the distance, a klaxon began to wail as she completed the sequence. The Black Cloaks had been drilled for this repeatedly. Old Moary had insisted. At nine stations around the citadel, they would already be opening panels and priming levers.

Not that anyone had expected an attack on this scale. Since their arrival from Arx Gravis, the dwarves had been pretty well left alone. It was almost as if the dreaming god at the world’s core had drifted into a more contented sleep these past few years. But if he had, his nightmares had just returned with a vengeance.

“I meant him,” Abednego said.

Cordy flashed him a glare. “Nameless? Don’t even think about it.” She had no doubt Nameless would go to the Abyss and back to save his people, but this was beyond even him. “I’m not having him killed, too. Someone needs to survive this.”

Even as she said it, she realized how pointless it seemed. What good was one dwarf left alive in the world? Once old age caught up with him and he went back to the mud, that would be it: no more dwarves. It was just delaying the inevitable. But even so, she couldn’t send for Nameless. It would break her heart to see him try… and fail.

The muffled sound of another klaxon keened through the walls. It was swiftly joined by a third, then a fourth.

“You don’t think we’ll make it?” Kal said. “Even if you sink Arnoch?”

She wouldn’t count on it. “We’ll be fine, Kal. I just don’t know when it will ever be safe to come to the surface again.”

Kal seemed to take some comfort from the lie. She’d seen the damage to the outer shields for herself. Shog only knew what would happen if the water shields were breached.

Five more klaxons started up. Nine in all. That meant they were ready.

“Go organize the Ravine Guard.” She still called them that, like everyone else did, even though there was no ravine any longer. Not since they’d left Arx Gravis. “Make sure the people stay indoors till we’re on the seabed.”

Kal slammed a fist to his chest in salute and hurried away.

“Right, Abednego,” Cordy said as she sat back in the throne, finger poised above the final button.

But the faen was gone.

“Shifty little—”

Her finger stabbed down, as if it had a life of its own. It was too late to change her mind.

The throne room rumbled, but this time it wasn’t the attack from outside. The pillars shook so much they seemed to sway. The clunk and thud of massive ocras clamps being released reverberated around the chamber, and then her stomach flipped and a rushing noise filled her ears.

Arnoch began to sink.

 

 




TWO

The Nameless Dwarf stepped up to the table. It was waist-high to him, but that was no bad thing for an arm-wrestle.

Big Jake loomed over the other side. He’d have to stoop when he set his elbow on top.

Farther back in the gym, the clangor of iron punctuated the anticipatory silence that had fallen at the front.

The swing doors burst open like a release of breath, as someone else was pulled from the streets by the promise of battle.

A whiff of perfume distracted Nameless, and he looked, even though he already knew her from the scent. Everyone did. It seeped from her brothel like sweet pollution; left its taint on most every nook and cranny in Brink.

“Glad you could join us, lassie,” he said.

“Dame Consilia.” Big Jake acknowledged her with an awkward bow and a waggle of his fingers that made him seem half the man he’d been a moment ago.

Her entrance marked the end of the silence, and those gathered to watch started to jabber and chatter. They were locals all, and they knew there was no chance of proceeding until the dame had a chance to banter.

“Gentlemen,” she said, whipping off a white glove and fanning herself with it. “It’s frightfully warm in here.” She gazed past them to the new recruits squatting, dead lifting, hanging from the chin bars. She looked about to whistle, but with a subtle shift of her facial muscles, turned it into a sigh of feigned disapproval. “Do they have to sweat so?”

“If they don’t,” Nameless said, “they’ll feel my boot on their rumps, won’t you lads?”

Someone swore. Someone else gave him the finger. The rest grunted like they did anytime he asked a question.

Nameless eyed the finger guy. He should have remembered the fellow’s name, but he’d be shogged if he could recall any of their names, the army had sent him so many of late. It was as though the curse that afflicted him, robbed him of his own name, was spreading like the pox among Dame Consilia’s strumpets.

“Well, make sure they shower before coming across the road,” the dame said. “My girls are not fussy, but there are limits. Now, are you two gentlemen going to ‘get it on,’ as they say? I’ve a client due after lunch, and I’m not anywhere close to ready.”

She looked ready enough to Nameless, what with her stacked and braided locks wound up into a platinum beehive. A bit narrow at the hips for his liking, but with curves a dwarf could get lost in.

Big Jake thought she looked ready, too, judging by the way he swallowed and drooled. At that moment, he looked such an idiot, but nothing could have been further from the truth.

Since Jake had jumped the sinking ship of the Night Hawks and come to work at the gym on the recommendation of his former guildmaster, Shadrak the Unseen, Nameless had seen a side to the big man few others suspected. Jake was shrewd as a fox with a monocle, wise as any bar-room philosopher, and a dab hand with a hog roast. Course, he was crass as a baresark, and strong as one, too. And there was a legend he was unbeatable in an arm-wrestle.

Nameless turned back to the table and pressed up close, till its edge dug into his belly.

One thing Jake was hopeless with, though, was women. No matter how many times the dame offered, Jake couldn’t pluck up the courage to step across the threshold of the Panting Peacock. He always claimed he was saving himself. With the way he blushed and stammered in her presence, you had to wonder if he wasn’t sweet on Dame Consilia herself.

Jake almost didn’t notice Nameless was ready to start. His eyes were riveted to the dame as she glided into a gap in the cordon of onlookers waiting impatiently for the bout to begin. She hooked her arm in Slythe’s—Senator Sendal Slythe of Jeridium, if he was to be believed. Certainly, Nameless was willing to believe him, if only to hear Slythe pronounce his title with such an appalling lisp. But word was, he had retired, or been removed from office. No one seemed to be able to confirm one way or the other, and nor should they. A man’s past was his own business. Nameless, of all people, should know.

“Cheer up, laddie,” he said to Jake, soft enough the crowd wouldn’t hear over their ruckus. “I doubt Slythe’s ticker could take it. And besides, it’s all for show. She told me she loathes him and only puts up with him because his connections are good for business.”

“Yeah,” Jake said, leaning into the table and resting his elbow on it. “I heard that; but then I also heard the brothel was his business.”

“Not so, laddie. The money was all the dame’s, brought with her from Portis. She tells me she had a little windfall there a while back.”

“Only thing I ever got from Portis was the stink of fish,” Jake said. “Used to take me days to get the stench out of my clothes back when I was doing guild runs. Amount of shogging fish I carted to Jeridium’s finest eateries, don’t think I’ll ever touch haddock again.”

A cheer went up from the back of the gym. The crowd quieted, and a handful of people looked mildly panicked.

“Nameless!” one of the recruits hollered—was it Edgry? No, Edgry was the ginger nut. Palson? Griff? “A sweet five hundred. What do you say to that?”

“Five hundred?” Nameless made a show of squinting.

The man was standing with one foot on a dead lift bar loaded up with the new iron plates Jake had brought back from Jeridium. They’d been made by the Senatorial armorer himself, Chad Myers, according to the designs Rugbeard had used in Arx Gravis.

“Five hundred pounds, you say, laddie? Knock out a set of six to find your form, then get serious.”

“Six?” the indignant soldier shot back—it was Griff, Nameless was sure of it. Or Palson. “You gotta be having a laugh.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said to Jake, “do you mind?”

“Go right ahead.” Jake’s eyes flicked to Dame Consilia then back to the lifting platform. He’d built half a dozen as a favor to Nameless: two sheets of ply nailed together. Gave a bit of spring and stopped the weights from chipping up the stone floor.

Nameless sauntered over.

“Now, look, Griff,” he said, waving the man aside as he bent from the hips in front of the bar.

“It’s Palson.”

“That’s what I said.”

He took a wider than normal stance, grasped the bar dead center with one hand, and heaved it up to his knees.

Palson gasped. The other recruits watching muttered among themselves, and Big Jake hooted with laughter. Nameless lowered the bar to shin-height and dropped it the rest of the way. The clatter of iron on plywood elicited a look of utter shock from Palson.

“Admittedly, I’m a dwarf,” Nameless said, “but a big strapping lad like you, making a fuss over dead lifting five hundred pounds—with both hands—is no laughing matter. Do better, or I may have to write you up and send word to your commanding officer.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” Palson barked, extending his arm in salute.

Nameless shook with suppressed mirth.

Palson frowned at him, then looked to his comrades for help.

A chortle escaped Nameless’s lips, then a cackle, and then he doubled up.

“It’s not even funny,” he guffawed. “It’s just the look on your face! I was pulling your leg, laddie.” Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he was snotting up his mustache something terrible. “You did well.” He gave an almighty cough and straightened up, forcing himself to look serious. “You did great. Now, end on a high. Go get yourself a drink on me.” He nodded over to the beer hall that he and Jake had converted one half of the gym into. Training, after all, came in many guises.

Palson looked flushed with relief, and his comrades took it in turns to clap him on the back as he made his way to the bar.

Nameless called out, “Drop the weight back down tomorrow. Four-fifty should do it. Ten sets of three. Good lad. I’m proud of you.”

“People are leaving!” Jake hollered over to him.

The cordon of onlookers was breaking up and edging toward the door. Dame Consilia and Sendal Slythe were the first out. She turned apologetically to Nameless and raised her palms, as if to say duty called.

“Can’t blame them, laddie,” Nameless said on his way back to the table. “I shouldn’t have kept them waiting.”

“Anyone would think you were scared of losing,” Jake said. All his awkwardness had vanished along with Dame Consilia’s arse. He was as cocksure as a man who’d never been defeated at arm wrestling had every right to be. “Shall we?”

“A private match?” Nameless said. Already, the other soldiers were putting away their weights and heading for the bar. “Well, if it will save you face.”

Jake sneered at that and returned his elbow to the tabletop.

“Long arm you have there, laddie.” And thick as a tree trunk. Jake was big for a human, but to a dwarf, he seemed a giant.

“Sure you don’t need a box to stand on?” Jake said. “I don’t mind if you do. I want this to be fair and square. No excuses.”

“Oh, I’ll try without the box, if it’s all the same to you.”

Nameless pressed his gut into the table again, and put his elbow up top, near to the edge. If he could keep it close to his torso, he’d be able to bring in the strength of his chest.

Jake didn’t object and reached over to touch knuckles with him. That was good: opened up his arm a tad. Maybe he didn’t care. The man was phenomenally strong. You only had to look at him to see. If you added to that all the legends of his victories, the arms he’d broken, the huge men he’d wrestled into submission, it could have been he was making a concession.

Well, if he was, he had another thing coming. Arm wrestling wasn’t a favorite dwarven pastime, but Nameless’s pa Droom had been the miner’s champion; taught his sons the rudiments when they were kids; made them test their strength as they grew older, right up until the day the tunnel collapsed on him. It had to count for something. That, and all those chin ups and rows Nameless had been doing. But if there was one department he beat Jake hands down, it was biceps. Jake’s were big; Nameless’s were mountains.

“I’ve been waiting for this a long time,” Jake said.

“Since you first clapped eyes on me in Queenie’s Fine Diner. So you keep saying.”

The goading started the moment Jake came to work for him, but there was always something else to do. Finally, Nameless worked out a training system that didn’t need him to hover over the recruits as they did the basic lifts. He got three of them up to par, and they taught the others in return for ale. It seemed like a good plan at first, until one hadn’t shown up this morning, nursing a shog of a hangover. Still, two was better than none, and Jake would have seen another postponement as an excuse.

They grasped hands. Jake went for a high grip, but Nameless got there first. He tried to raise his wrist and force Jake’s back, but it was like bending steel. Sweat squelched between their palms, and a glittering look of intensity came over Jake’s eyes. It was as if all good humor had fled him; as if they’d never been friends; never even met before now.

Nameless puffed out a breath and shifted his leading hip into the table.

“Ready?” Jake said, cold as death.

Nameless flexed his fingers and curled his thumb beneath them. The hook grip worked well on his dead lifts; couldn’t hurt to try it here.

“Ready,” he said.

He braced for an onslaught that never came. Instead, Jake applied gentle pressure, as if he’d been expecting Nameless to go for the quick win and had done the same. Nameless met him force for force. He was savvy enough not to give it his all in one burst. Like bent-pressing a barbell overhead with one hand, supporting the elbow on the hips and ribs as you angled beneath the weight, these things took time. It was seldom just about brute strength.

Jake ramped up the pressure, and Nameless gave a bit. His forearm dropped back an inch, but he held it there, tightened his grip, and pushed. Jake let him regain the upright, and they forced each other back and forth for a few test runs.

Without warning, Jake brought his shoulder over the top and heaved. Nameless’s hand dropped toward the table, but he halted it with a twist of his torso that brought his chest into play.

Jake grunted and held him. Nameless tried to bend the big man’s wrist back, but it was set in stone. He ground his teeth as he pushed, and Jake gave a fraction, then another, until both their arms came upright. By unspoken agreement, they paused for breath, easing the pressure back a notch.

Jake shifted his feet, then leaned in and over, wrenching Nameless’s wrist back and powering his arm down again.

Nameless growled, narrowed his eyes, and resisted.

But Jake was lined up too well, channeling all his force from his shoulder through his arm. Nameless pivoted his hip and got behind his wrist. He tried to pull Jake’s arm toward the corner of the table, at the same time as pushing it upward.

Still he was forced down, but as he switched more of his effort to the pulling motion, biceps swelling and popping with veins, he opened Jake’s arm up a smidgen, then another; and as he did, it started to give.

At first, it shifted up an inch, but as Jake tried to respond, he lost focus. Nameless sensed the opportunity and jerked from the wrist, bending Jake’s all the way back. Jake roared and strained with all his might, but Nameless was relentless.

Driving through his hip, he rotated his spine, pressed with his shoulder, and pulled with his bicep. Jake’s arm continued to drop and open.

Jake rallied, gave a strangled roar, but Nameless saw his chance. In a flash, he dipped and came over the top with his shoulder, then slammed the back of Jake’s hand into the table.

“Shog, shog, shog!” Jake yelled.

“Did I hurt you?” Nameless asked. He’d heard nothing snap.

Jake glared at him for a moment, like he meant to fight, but then relief washed over his face and he started to laugh.

“You beat me!” he said, rubbing his hand and splaying his fingers. “Someone actually beat me.”

“Look at it this way,” Nameless said. “At least no one saw. If your reputation’s that important to you…” He was going to say Jake could claim the victory.

“Course they saw,” Jake said with a nod toward the bar.

Nameless turned, and the soldiers raised their glasses and cheered.

“And you don’t mind?”

“Thought I would,” Jake said, “but I don’t. I feel relieved. Now, come join me for a drink.”

The big man came round the table and draped an arm over Nameless’s shoulders. They’d gone barely a step toward the bar when screams sounded from outside, amid the clatter of cart wheels. A horse neighed from the road. Hooves clopped on the cobbles, and more were coming, by the sounds of it, their din building like a stampede until they reached the street and slowed to a trot.

A man’s voice yelled a challenge, and Nameless glimpsed a rider in a black coat above the swing doors. Another followed; then another.

“They’re circling a carriage,” Jake said. He was peering through the shutters. “Shogging Maresmen.”

“Maresmen?” Hunters of the nightmare creatures that came over the Farfall Mountains from Cerreth. “What the shog are they doing in Brink?”

Before Jake could reply, thunder cracked, rattling the windows.

Not thunder, Nameless realized: a gunshot.

There was a second booming retort from the street.

“Oh, my shog,” Jake said. “You know who it is?”

Nameless peeked through a shutter on his way to grab his axe from its hook on the wall. It was a carriage, right enough, drawn by two horses. Its lacquered door was in mid-swing, and a midget in a black cloak clung to it, blasting away with a pistol. Riders circled the carriage—hard men, by the looks of them, pocked and scarred, dressed in long coats and wide-brimmed hats. One went down along with his horse.

He knew who it was right enough, even without the glimpse of bloodless skin, the flash of pink eyes. Knew enough to realize the fight hadn’t started outside his gym without reason. Knew enough to know he was needed.

He gave Jake a wink and a nod as he barged out through the swing doors and yelled, “Shadrak!”

 

 

 




THREE

Shadrak hung from the carriage door as it swung open. He fired twice, dropping a horse and painting a red hole in the rider’s forehead.

The carriage lurched to a halt outside the gym.

A Maresman swept past, leaning over the saddle. He pointed a finger with fire burgeoning at its tip. Shadrak aimed at him—and missed as the door swung back and ditched him inside the carriage.

The girl hadn’t moved. She just sat there, staring blankly, like butter wouldn’t melt.

A spear burst through a wooden panel, and she didn’t bat an eyelash.

Shadrak poked his head out the window, got off another shot, clipped a rider on the temple and pitched him from the saddle.

“Move out!” he yelled at the driver, but they were dead in the water. The useless twat was slumped over the side with an arrow through his neck.

Another arrow thrummed past Shadrak’s ear, thwacked into the carriage and vibrated.

Two more Maresmen rode into view. Both were weaving spells. The air began to hum—

“Shadrak!”

The Maresmen faltered at the sound of the voice. They started to wheel their horses.

The swing doors to the gym crashed open, and Nameless came barreling out. His axe crunched through a Maresman’s ribs. The other aimed his open hand at the dwarf. Lightning sparked on the palm. Not a good idea: Nameless hated magic.

The axe came down. No more hand: just a pumping stump where it had been.

He was no fool, Nameless. He could read a situation in a flash and do what was needed without thinking. And he was loyal to a fault. That’s why Shadrak had come here; why his mad dash from Malfen had brought him to Brink.

Three Maresmen steered their mounts around the carriage and charged at the dwarf.

Shadrak shot a horse in neck. Its forelegs buckled, slamming its muzzle into the road. The rider went sailing over its head—and straight into the path of Nameless’s axe.

At the last instant, Nameless twisted the haft in his grip and flat-bladed the Maresman across the street. A cheer went up. Women. A fair few of them. Dame Consilia’s girls, come to take a gander.

Shadrak had all but forgotten the slapper had set up shop in Brink after her acting career in the big city came to a crashing halt. The guild lord, Koort Morrow, had made her. No theater manager would risk offending Morrow by refusing to book his wife. But the instant Morrow was murdered, the truth got out and she couldn’t get another gig, even if she paid them. Dame Consilia had the acting ability of a throttled turkey. It was almost enough to make Shadrak feel guilty. Because at the end of the day, he was the one who’d had Morrow poisoned.

The second rider leaned from his saddle to caress Nameless with a sparking hand. The dwarf flew back against the outer wall of the gym. Before the rider righted himself in the saddle, though, Big Jake was on him with a mace. No, not a mace: a globe dumbbell with the number “90” painted in white on its black surface. The Maresman’s teeth sprayed from his mouth in a shower of gore. He sat there for a second astride his mount, face no more than a mushy cavity, then he keeled over, ankle caught in the stirrups.

The third rider tried to change course to go for Jake, but Shadrak shot his ear off. The man’s hand came up to cover the gushing wound, but Shadrak fired again and messed his eye up good and proper. The Maresman sagged over the saddle pommel, and the horse took it upon itself to gallop away down the street. The other two mounts got the message and followed.

That just left the big scut, the leader who’d been on Shadrak’s arse since Malfen. He was nowhere to be seen, which meant he had to be on the other side of—

The carriage careened onto two wheels. The girl flew from her seat. Shadrak caught her by the back of her dress as he tumbled toward the door. The flimsy fabric looked no more than gossamer. It should have ripped, but it didn’t. The stuff felt stronger than woven steel. He braced himself for impact as the carriage rolled over, but it didn’t quite make the ground. He turned at a grunt and saw Big Jake’s chest up close to the window. Another grunt, and a heave, and Jake uprighted the carriage.

From the other side, someone cursed. There was a juddering clatter, then the thud of heavy boots landing on the roof.

Shadrak aimed upward and let off a volley of shots. In response, a massive fist burst through the ceiling in a shower of splinters and grabbed the girl. This time, she did react. She screamed—a shrill, ululating cry that was almost melodic.

Shadrak holstered the flintlock and drew a dagger from his baldric. Precise as a surgeon, he went for the Maresman’s wrist, planning to slice through the tendon. Only, the dagger glanced off a wrist that was now sheathed in iron. Not sheathed, he realized: the wrist and the hand had transformed into iron—living iron that yanked the girl through the ceiling.

Scut of all scuts, no one was taking his merchandise, freaky metal hand or not. Clutching the dagger between his teeth, he grabbed hold of the top of the window frame and swung himself up onto the roof.

The big Maresman spun toward him, girl slung under one arm and not even struggling. Iron spread like rust from the Maresman’s wrist, along his arm, over one side of his head and down the other, till in a matter of seconds, he was metal top to toe.

Shadrak cursed himself for an amateur. He hadn’t had a matter of seconds to stand and gawp. He should have struck while he still had the chance.

The Maresman stomped, and Shadrak backflipped from the roof. As he landed lightly on the road, wood cracked, and the carriage collapsed under the Maresman’s weight.

An iron arm thrashed about, sent shards and splinters in every direction, until the metal behemoth stood amid a pile of kindling. The girl tucked under his arm seemed miraculously unscathed, but still she had not moved.

Big Jake cannoned into the Maresman—and bounced right off again. He got up with a grunt, rushed back in and went for a waist-high tackle. Despite Jake’s tremendous bulk and strength, the Maresman didn’t even budge. Instead, he raised his iron first.

Shadrak flung his knife as a distraction. It clattered from the Maresman’s head, but the fist crashed down anyway. Shadrak winced as he awaited the snap of Jake’s back, but a streak of gold flashed past and sliced through the metal arm as if it were butter. Quicksilver, rather than blood, gushed from the wound.

The severed limb hit Jake on the head and knocked him cold, but it had to be better than a broken spine.

The Maresman cried out in shock and dropped the girl as gold zipped back to the waiting hand of Nameless and slapped into his palm: the Paxa Boraga, the fabled Axe of the Dwarf Lords. So, it was for real, after all.

Not missing his opportunity this time, Shadrak lunged and grabbed the girl. Even to him, she was light, and he pulled her behind him as he drew both flintlocks—not just any old flintlocks, if there were such a thing: weapons of faen lore that just happened to look like a couple of fancy ornaments with walnut stocks and brass trimmings. He let rip with a barrage of bullets that pinged from the Maresman’s iron hide.

The monster ignored him and raised his foot to stomp on Jake’s head.

Nameless threw the axe again, this time sheering the leg off below the knee amid a spray of shiny spew. The Maresman teetered on his one remaining leg as the axe slammed back into the dwarf’s hand.

“I can see I’m going to have to teach you some manners, laddie,” Nameless said.

The Maresman howled, hopped toward the dwarf, and swiped at him with his good arm.

Nameless slipped to one side and brought his axe down, taking the limb off at the shoulder.

The Maresman screamed and lost his balance, toppling to the road in a puddle of metallic blood.

The whores on the balcony cheered.

Nameless acknowledged them with a wave and said, “Don’t worry, ladies, he’s quite armless.”

As the whores jeered and groaned, Shadrak didn’t miss the hard edge in Nameless’s eyes. He’d witnessed on more than one occasion that the Nameless Dwarf was not someone to be trifled with. For all his good humor, for all his earthy loyalty, when it came to his foes, he was still the Ravine Butcher, the dwarf who had once slaughtered his own people in their thousands.

The axe rose and fell, and the Maresman stopped moving. Iron flowed from his features like melting ice, until a man of flesh and blood, in the same drab clothes and long black coat as the others, lay bleeding out on the road. And this time, his blood was the color it should have been. It was much more satisfying that way.

Jake moaned and rolled to his knees, rubbing his head.

“Ah, good, you’re awake,” Nameless said. “There’s a mop and bucket inside. Can’t have the road outside my gym covered in bodies and blood. Not good for business. I knew I was paying you for something.”

Shadrak checked on the girl behind him. Her eyes stared blankly at nothing, her skin unscathed, the wispy fabric of her dress not even frayed, fluttering like cobwebs in the gathering breeze.

Dame Consilia rushed to Jake’s side and helped him up. “You go lie down, lovey,” she said. She shot a withering look at Nameless, daring him to contradict her. “My girls will clean this up.”

If the dame was expecting an angry retort, she didn’t know Nameless like Shadrak did. Instead, the dwarf chuckled into his beard and shook his head.

“If you’re planning on joining him, lassie, you’ll need a bigger bed. He sleeps on a pallet in the basement. Now, if I thought he’d be entertaining the ladies…”

“Nameless…” Jake said, his dazed voice blossoming into a warning.

“Just saying, laddie.”

Dame Consilia turned frostier than a tundra night. She hooked her arm in Jake’s and led him away from the gym, toward the pastel pink door of her house of pleasure.

Jake pulled back, glancing pleadingly over his shoulder at Nameless, but the dwarf had already switched his attention to Shadrak. With a heave that belied her stature, the dame dragged Jake across the threshold.

“Don’t you have no sheriff round here?” Shadrak said. He’d only made the trip to Brink once before, when he’d finally given in to Nameless’s request that he look over the building destined to become the gym. Bodies were strewn and bleeding all over the place, and although Dame Consilia’s girls were already hurrying from the Panting Peacock with mops, buckets, and sheets to wrap up the dead, it was a task likely to take them hours.

“Oh, he’ll catch on sooner or later,” Nameless said. “Probably when he stops to make his daily call at Dame Consilia’s.”

“Right,” Shadrak said. “So, we got time to talk, then?”

“Always, laddie. So long as it’s over a pint.” Nameless gestured toward the swing doors of the gym. “Course, your little girl will have to sit away from the bar.”

One of the whores cried out, “This one’s not dead.”

It was the driver—Gram Pyler, a rotting ulcer of scum from Malfen.

“But he’s got an arrow through his neck,” Shadrak said. If he sounded disappointed, it’s because he was.

“Must’ve missed the jugular,” Nameless said.

“Did that, right enough,” Pyler croaked like a man who’d drunk only desert sand for a week. He gurgled and spat blood. “Reckon I’ll live, though.”

Shadrak tried to smile, but knew it came out a grimace.

One of the whores ran for a doctor. Shog knows what they were going to do for Pyler. Caliber of medicine out in the provinces, they’d likely stick a leech on the wound and hope for the best.

He looked from Nameless to the husk girl, then back again. “She ain’t my little girl.”

 

 

 




FOUR

Thought I paid for the gym and a grub stall,” Shadrak said as they approached the bar. “You said beef jerky, turkey drummers, and raw eggs—healthy shit to grow big muscles.”

Nameless went behind the counter and grabbed a couple of tankards. “Beer is healthy.”

He pushed a tankard toward Shadrak and took a long pull from his own. The hops were bitter and fruity, and it had a kick like a ravine goat. He was halfway to pouring himself another, when he noticed Shadrak hadn’t touched his.

“Not drinking, laddie? It’ll put some color back in your cheeks.”

Shadrak’s eyes darkened into bloody pools, but the hint of a smile curled his lips. He checked over his shoulder, first the door, then the girl he’d brought with him. She was seated on a stall away from the bar. The poor lassie must have been scared witless. All she did was stare at nothing and twiddle her thumbs in her lap.

“I have cake…” Nameless said, coming back round the counter and scooping up Shadrak’s beer. “Waste not, want not.”

“Make you fat,” Shadrak said.

“No need to worry on that account.” Nameless patted his gut. “Abs of steel.” He patted it again, just to make sure.

“Time to eat’s when the heat’s off,” Shadrak said. He licked his lips. “What kind of cake?”

“That’s my boy.” Nameless went over to the pantry beside the bar. “Cranberry and walnut. I was saving it for squat day, but be my guest.”

They shared the cake in companionable silence. Nameless put some on a plate and offered it to the girl. When she didn’t take it from his hand, he ate that piece as well.

“Greedy bastard,” Shadrak said.

“I’m bulking up, laddie. You might want to try it.”

Shadrak pulled a waterskin from over his shoulder and took a swig. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and re-stoppered it.

“So, how’s the gym working out? Got the Jeridium army up to scratch yet? Senate delivered on the pay?”

“Don’t you worry, laddie,” Nameless said. “You’ll get your next installment on time.”

“I’d better.”

“I’m a dwarf of my word. You can trust me.”

Shadrak took out his flintlocks and set them on the bar. He fished around in his belt pouches, produced a rag and a vial of oil, and proceeded to clean the guns.

Nameless reached out a hand to stroke the axe he’d propped against a stool: the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. The Paxa Boraga.

“Bit too gold and gaudy for my taste,” Shadrak said. “Always thought it was just for show. You know, like horse brasses, or those gilded whips they sometimes have in brothels.”

“Paxy? She’s a looker, right enough, but she’s a doer, too, aren’t you, lassie?”

“Now you’re giving me the creeps,” Shadrak said. “Does it answer you?”

“She, laddie. She’s sensitive about pronouns.” With a raise of his eyebrow, he said, “Gilded whips? Brothels? I didn’t think you were the type.”

Shadrak shook his head and rummaged about for a ramrod, which he used to clean out the barrel of one pistol, then the other.

“So, the axe is from Arnoch? What did you do, nab yourself a souvenir?”

“Aye, she’s from Arnoch,” Nameless said. “Before the city rose from beneath the waves. Quite a scrape she got me out of, wasn’t it, lassie?” He gave the blades an affectionate pat.

“Beneath the waves? I thought you couldn’t swim.”

“I can’t, but a faen in a fish-ship gave me a lift to the bottom.”

He watched Shadrak for a response. The midget had taken it badly when he’d first found out that’s what he was: a faen, a creature made of the stuff of the Mananoc, lord of the Abyss. Shifty shoggers, through and through; rife with cunning and deception. But Shadrak had been raised by a human in Vanatus and hadn’t even known what he was until a few years back.

“Fish-ship. Right,” Shadrak said. “Don’t forget the bit about some shogging great monster only you could defeat.”

“The Destroyer,” Nameless said. Just thinking about that horror made him reach for another beer. “Even the dwarf lords of Arnoch couldn’t stop it.”

“But you could.”

“Me and Paxy here. Eventually. With a lick or two of luck.”

“You’re not exactly gripping me with the tale. You want to get a professional to write it.”

“The story’s already been told,” Nameless said. “By a friend of mine at the Academy.”

“You pulling my leg?” Shadrak said. “Who’s that, then? Didn’t know those sorcerous old bastards went in for high-blown tales to inflate dwarven egos.”

“Ego had nothing to do with it, laddie.” The suggestion soured Nameless’s beer. He set the tankard down with a thump. “Nils Fargin it was that wrote it. A good lad, and brave with it.”

“Buck Fargin’s boy?” Shadrak said. “I left Buck in charge of the Night Hawks when I got out of Jeridium. Wanker.”

Nameless remembered helping Shadrak flee. Half the city militia had been on his tail, and some nasty-looking shoggers called mind stealers that could turn your brain into soup. He’d never gotten to the bottom of why they’d been after the assassin. Something to do with the murder of the First Senator, from what he could gather.

“Been back there since?” Nameless asked.

“Couple of times. How about you? Been back to Arnoch?”

“Too busy.”

Truth was, the ancient city of the dwarf lords made Nameless uncomfortable. When he’d led his people there, they’d tried to make him king. It showed just how desperate they were, after all they’d been through at his hands. After the slaughter at the ravine.

He distracted himself by looking out at the gym. “Told you I’d do you proud, Shadrak. What do you think?”

“Barbells and dumbbells,” Shadrak said, thoroughly unimpressed. “Might do a few chins before I leave. So, you ain’t been home, then?”

“Arnoch’s not my home.”

But Cordy was there, and she was the closest thing to family he had left. If only he’d told her what he felt when they were younger. If only Thumil hadn’t gotten there first. Poor Thumil. If only Nameless hadn’t found the black axe. If only he hadn’t put his oldest friend’s head on a spike…

It was a knife’s edge he was walking, thinking like that. Already, his mood was plummeting. Automatically, he reached for another drink; stopped himself. It wouldn’t help. He needed something else to assuage the mounting depression. He needed pain, or another good fight.

“Any of those shoggers left alive outside?” he asked.

“Doubt it. Why’d you care?”

“I don’t, laddie. Just want something to hit.”

“Listen, mate,” Shadrak said. “Ain’t no accident I came here.”

“Tell me something I don’t already know, laddie. Like why the Maresmen are after you. Either there’s something you’re not telling me, and you’re a husk, or you’ve been trafficking the shoggers through the Malfen Pass.”

Because there was nothing else that would draw the ire of the husk hunters. The Maresmen were charged by the Senate of Jeridium with preventing incursions from the nightmare realm of Cerreth.

Shadrak’s eyes narrowed to slits. He looked Nameless up and down, like he was working out whether he could trust him. Like they weren’t really friends; or if they were, the assassin didn’t quite believe in the concept. Finally, he said, “Who you been talking to?”

“So, you are a husk.” Nameless grinned.

“No, I ain’t a husk. I still ain’t got used to the idea of being a faen. It was confusing enough being an albino midget raised by an old Aculi woman. But a shogging husk…” He flicked a look over his shoulder at the girl. “No offense, darling.”

Husks weren’t so bad, Nameless thought. Well, some were. Most, even. They were the nightmares of the Daeg, Aosia’s sleeping god; as horrific and variegated as anything the mind could imagine. But the Daeg had also dreamed his own defense against the nightmares: the dwarf lords of Arnoch. So, they were husks, too, and it only stood to reason there could have been more. More denizens of Cerreth who weren’t the demons the Senate claimed they were.

With a start, Nameless snapped into sharp focus on what Shadrak had just said.

“The lassie’s a husk?”

That would explain why the Maresmen were on Shadrak’s tail. So, he’d been right: it was trafficking. Shadrak was lucky to be alive. The Senate didn’t want to hear about those who brought husks across the border into the civilized regions of Medryn-Tha. They just wanted them dead, and no questions asked. Same with the trafficked husks, too.

“Ain’t like I could exactly go back to the guilds,” Shadrak said. “Not after I was made. My whole reputation was built on being unseen. But a crook’s gotta make a living somehow.”

“If it’s money you need,” Nameless said. “I mean, I’m a bit short right now, but if I lean on General Gin, I’m sure the Senate will cough up what they owe me.” That wasn’t his real name—Gin—but it’s what everyone called him, and it was easy for Nameless to remember.

Shadrak waved him away. “What you owe me’s peanuts, mate. Won’t make a blind bit of difference. And in any case, I’m under contract.”

“Again?”

“Respectable, this time. Well, sort of. Master Quilth at the Academy. It’s all on the hush-hush, if you know what I mean, but he needs a steady flow of husks for his experiments.”

Nameless wasn’t sure, but the girl might have glanced up at that. Certainly, she moved, but when he looked, she was back to staring blankly ahead and twiddling her thumbs.

“And you’re all right with that?”

Shadrak shrugged. He chewed his bottom lip and wrinkled his nose. “Beggars can’t be choosers. Mind, I won’t be a beggar once this one’s delivered. Rare, she is. Maybe even unique. And Quilth is shogging minted.”

The swing doors to the gym squeaked open.

Nameless craned his neck to see who it was. “Local law,” he whispered to Shadrak.

“That you back there, Nameless?” Sheriff Orton hollered. “I need a word.”

“Shog,” Shadrak said. Instinctively, he pulled up his hood and rose from his stool.

Nameless held a hand up; nodded it was all right. “Be with you in a jiffy, Sheriff.” To Shadrak, he said, “He’s not normally so diligent. Must be he’s being appraised or something. The Senate like to keep a check on provincial law enforcement from time to time. Either that, or he’s been for an early romp over the road. You stay here. I’ll sort this out.”

“Jark Sventin found me with a runner,” Orton said when Nameless met him at the entrance. “Lucky to catch me, they was.” The sheriff held one of the swing doors partly open and threw a look out at the street.

Sventin owned the jewelers down the road from the brothel. It was no secret he was opposed to Dame Consilia setting up business in the area. Said it lowered the tone.

“Lucky indeed,” Nameless said, stepping outside with the sheriff.

The shogger was nowhere to be found when you needed him. Word was, he had another job somewhere. Moonlighting to make ends meet. Some said it was fishing and trapping. Others denied the traps but confirmed the fish. Only, they said folks heard it wrong; that the fish was to do with Portis on the shore of the Chalice Sea. Rumors abounded that Sheriff Orton had connections with the trade of illegal somnificus.

“Messenger caught up with me about to leave town for a day or two. Business out east.”

Yep, that’d be Portis, the conniving old dog.

Orton surveyed the bodies littering the road, the whores wrapping them in sheets and mopping up. “I know you’ve got a good explanation for this, Nameless, but Maresmen? Last thing I need’s trouble from those shoggers. You ain’t done nothing to wrong them, have you? Because the Senate will be on my arse, if you have.”

“A misunderstanding,” Nameless said. “All cleared up now.”

The sheriff’s eyes widened but remained fixed on the corpses. “I’ll say.”

A heavy silence settled.

Orton was a scoundrel, but he wasn’t an idiot. He knew there was more to this. Knew and didn’t care, so long as the problem went away and didn’t interfere with his other interests.

Still looking out at the road, he said, “Who’s the little fellow in the bar? And who’s the girl?”

“Old friend, to the first,” Nameless said. “But the girl…” He didn’t know quite how to put it.

“She a husk?” Orton asked.

He was shrewder than a hustler of seven-card. Actually, word was, he was a hustler of seven-card, and by all accounts making a good showing of it.

Nameless gave a double cough into his fist.

“Like I said”—the sheriff turned to him now—“you got your reasons, and I know you well enough by now that I’m willing to turn a blind eye. But your friend bringing Maresmen to my town… now that I can’t have. You understand me?”

“I was about to tell him the same thing, Sheriff.”

“Good.” Orton clapped Nameless on the back. “Knew you’d see it my way. Listen, Nameless, while I’m out of town…”

He was about to ask Nameless to deputize again, like he had before. The whores were going to love that. Last time, there was a three-day street party, and booze had to be shipped in from Jeridium, they all drank so much. Jark Sventin was going to be one unhappy jeweler, though. With any luck, he’d make good on his threat and relocate to Malfen. The locals there would rob him blind before he got to the grand opening.

The sheriff never finished his sentence.

Someone was staggering up the street, calling out for Nameless as if his life depended on it.

“What’s this, then?” Orton said.

Nameless didn’t answer. He couldn’t take his eyes off the newcomer, even as he lurched to a halt in front of them. The whores leaned on their mops to watch.

It was a dwarf.

Tattered and bloody beyond belief, but definitely a dwarf.

Nameless took a step closer. He thought he recognized the fellow beneath the road-dust and travel grime, the cuts and the bruises.

“Weasel? Is that you?”—the rogue who made his living taking bets on circle fights and had a hand in every scam and petty crime you’d care to mention.

“Nameless,” Weasel gasped. “Thank shog.”

His knees buckled, but Nameless caught him before he fell. He stank of sweat and blood.

“What is it, laddie? What’s happened?”

“Arnoch,” Weasel said.

Nameless’s heart began to stutter. The sheriff looked at him for an explanation. Out of the corner of his eye, Nameless saw Shadrak skulking in front of the swing doors. He wanted to ask, “What about the citadel? What’s happened?” He wanted to ask about Cordy.

But Weasel slumped in his arms.

“I’ll go get Doc. Tervis,” Sheriff Orton said.

Nameless shook his head as he lifted Weasel like a child. “Leeches aren’t what he needs, Sheriff. He’s a dwarf, same as me.”

And, as if he didn’t need to say more, he carried Weasel inside to the bar.

 

 

 




FIVE

By the third beer, Weasel was right as rain, save for a score of cuts and bruises. He sat back on his stool and waved his tankard about for a fourth.

Nameless shook his head then took Weasel’s tankard, refilled it, and slid it across the counter.

“So,” Sheriff Orton said. He was leaning against the bar, sipping on a white wine. Nameless kept a few bottles on hand for when the whores dropped by. The acrid smoke of a weedstick formed a corona of filth around the sheriff. “You ready to tell us what’s going on?”

“Who the shog are you?” Weasel said. He took a swig of beer and gave Orton an impudent cock of his head.

“I’m the law round here.”

“Not my law.”

“Is while you’re in my town,” Orton said.

“You’ll get no disagreement from me on that point,” Weasel conceded, suddenly changing his tune. “And I apologize for my surliness. It came out wrong. I’ve nothing but the greatest respect for the law. What I meant to say was, I’m not from round here, so I may have a different view of the law. I just ask that you give me a gentle nudge if I do anything wrong and put it down to ignorance.”

Weasel was a silver-tongued shogger when he wanted to be, and Orton was buying it, judging by the nod and the wink he gave.

Shadrak was opening each of his belt pouches, removing glass globes, caltrops, cartridges that slipped into the butts of his faen-lore flintlocks. He pulled out a pair of goggles and fiddled with the pliant band that went round the back of the head. Nameless had seen him use the goggles in Verusia. They let him see over long distances, but they also enabled him to see in the dark. Fussy as he ever was, the assassin began a careful inspection of each item laid out before him on the bar, cleaning, shaking, scrutinizing, and then packing it away again.

As he worked, Shadrak said, “So, you gonna tell us what this is about, or are we just gonna stand here watching you drink that piss?”

Weasel examined the contents of his tankard and sniffed around the rim. “This ain’t piss. Is it?”

Nameless caught the husk girl watching him from her stool. She immediately lowered her eyes, but he could have sworn she’d been smiling at him. Not a grin, and certainly nothing sardonic. The merest hint of bashfulness, perhaps. He stuck out his bottom lip and shrugged.

“I don’t want to rush you,” Sheriff Orton said, “but I’ve got places I need to be.”

“You ain’t the only one,” Shadrak said. The midget’s eyes strayed to the husk girl.

This time, when she raised her head, she glared. Shadrak missed it. He was already looking expectantly at Weasel. But Nameless saw it, right enough. And there was a glint in her eyes. Not a twinkle. A fierce sparkle. Gone was the vacant, glazed-over stare. Her pupils were star-spangled sapphires.

Weasel placed a hand on Nameless’s shoulder. For once, the rogue looked serious, and the four tankards of ale had done nothing to impede his sobriety.

“Ain’t no easy way to say this,” Weasel said, “so I’ll just come right out with it. Arnoch’s gone.” He angled his thumb down. “Beneath the waves. Sunk to the bottom.”

“Sunk?” Nameless said.

Arnoch had sunk before, centuries ago, when the Destroyer came and the dwarf lords had been powerless against it. King Arios had given the order, and the citadel had descended to its watery grave.

“Cordana did it,” Weasel said. “When the beast came, she sent three of us to find you, then sank the city.”

The dwarves within would be safe, Nameless knew. The shields would keep out the water, and the air replenished itself perpetually, though how it did that was anyone’s guess. The dwarf lords who’d built Arnoch possessed lore his people, refugees from Arx Gravis, could only dream about.

“Cordy gave the order?” Nameless said. An order of such magnitude should have been the prerogative of the regent, or in days gone by, the Voice, the one who spoke for the Council of Twelve.

“Old Moary’s dead,” Weasel said. “Before he kicked the bucket, he chose Cordana to replace him. She straight away stood down as regent and re-formed the Council.” Weasel rolled his eyes and turned his palms up. “And then they went and elected her Voice.”

“Moary, dead?” The idea was like a mine shaft collapsing. Everyone thought the ancient councilor would live forever.

“What beast?” Shadrak said.

Nameless couldn’t believe he hadn’t asked that. Couldn’t believe Old Moary was dead and Cordy was leading the Council. And he couldn’t shake the dread that, after all he’d done to keep them safe, his people were still in peril. Because if Arnoch had been sent to the bottom of the sea again, the threat must have been unimaginable.

“Look, you don’t need me for this,” Sheriff Orton said. “This is dwarf business.” He was halfway across the gym floor when Nameless snapped out of his befuddlement.

“No, wait.”

Orton took a step back toward him, one hand raised in exasperation. “I got things to attend to. You were going to deputize, remember?”

“No, Sheriff. Not this time. Sit down. Shut up. This is too important.”

Orton opened his mouth to protest, but he must have seen something in Nameless’s eyes and changed his mind. “All right, have it your own way,” he said as he came back to sit at the bar.

“The Daeg’s dreams just got bad again,” Weasel said. “Someone ought to tell him to lay off the cheese.”

The husk girl was watching Weasel intently now, hanging on his every word.

“It was a dragon, Nameless. A shogging five-headed dragon, smack bang in the middle of Old Moary’s funeral. It started flaming from one mouth, spewing acid from another. Shogging corroded the outer shields. That’s why Cordana sunk the city. If she’d delayed a moment longer, the water shields would have been next, and then there’d have been nowhere to run.”

“And she sent three of you to find me, you say?” Nameless said.

Though what Cordy thought he could do about it was anyone’s guess. A dragon big enough to imperil a city might be too much, even for him. Even for Paxy. But more than that, if Arnoch was beneath the waves, there was shog all he could do to reach the dwarves. He couldn’t swim.

Weasel hesitated before he replied. He studied his knees for a moment, drew in a breath and puffed it out through his nose.

“Other two were taken by Slathians before we reached Malfen. Eaten alive.” Weasel shivered. “Only reason they didn’t get me, too, was because I’d fallen behind.” He raised his leg and pulled his boot off. “Bunions, see? Slowed me down, and the other two wouldn’t wait for me. I took a detour when I found what was left of them.”

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords propped against a stool seemed to shimmer, and her voice whispered in Nameless’s head. [We must go to them, before it’s too late.]

“Paxy’s right,” Nameless said, wrapping his fingers around her haft and hefting the axe to his shoulder.

“Eh?” Weasel said.

Shadrak rolled his eyes. “The axe.” He circled his finger beside his head. “It speaks to him.”

“You ain’t going there?” Weasel said.

Nameless frowned. “What else do you expect me to do?”

“Nothing. That’s what Cordana said. There’s nothing you can do. She just wanted us to get word to you. Tell you what had happened. Tell you goodbye.”

“Goodbye?” Nameless slammed a fist into the bar. Not Cordy. He wasn’t going to lose her as well. And not the survivors of Arx Gravis. They were all that was left of his people. The people he’d nearly wiped out under the influence of the black axe. They were his responsibility. No matter the cost. “That why she sent you? Because there was no danger of you persuading me to go to their aid?”

Weasel looked genuinely hurt, and Nameless felt a pang of guilt about it.

“I’ve changed, Nameless. That’s why she sent me. I’ve gone straight, put my skills to good use: stuff that benefits the Council and the city.”

Nameless snorted. He didn’t believe a word of it. Like he’d said, Cordy must have sent Weasel because he wasn’t the sort to want to go back and put himself in danger. It told Nameless the situation was hopeless and Cordy was looking out for him, even now. She didn’t want him to die trying to help them. But she must have known he’d come anyway, so why bother trying to put him off?

“Gotta face facts, Nameless,” Sheriff Orton said, already off his stool and looking like he was back on with his plan to leave town. “I’m sorry, and all, but life, as they say—”

“No,” Nameless said. He stalked toward Orton like he was going to cut the head from his shoulders. He didn’t even need to raise the axe to convey his meaning.

Orton staggered away into the gym and tripped over a dumbbell someone hadn’t bothered to put away. He scooted back on his arse then scrambled to his feet.

“I’ll be right here, Nameless, don’t you worry. Anything you need. Anything at all.”

Nameless growled, and the Sheriff backed all the way to the swing doors and stumbled out into the street.

Turning to Shadrak, Nameless said, “You still have that lore craft, laddie?”

Shadrak nodded. “Beneath Jeridium, but that’s a hell of a long walk.”

“Then we’ll take a carriage.”

Shadrak snorted. “Yeah, well I can’t help you there. Mine’s firewood.”

“I saw,” Nameless said. “But I know of another.”

Sendal Slythe’s was parked around the corner from the Prancing Peacock. It had hardly been used since the former senator and Dame Consilia had arrived from Portis together, and only got an airing when the dame sent her girls for the monthly tour of the provinces, just to remind folk where to find them whenever the need arose.

“You’re driving,” Shadrak said.

Drive a carriage? Nameless wasn’t even sure he could. He turned to Weasel.

“Forget it. I’ve done my bit. I’ll wait for you here.”

“I don’t think so, laddie.” Chances are, he’d come back and find his gym equipment auctioned off and all his beer gone. “You’re coming with us.”

“Look, Nameless,” Shadrak said. “I ain’t so sure about this.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, catching his eye and letting him see just how desperate he was. How scared. “I need you.”

Shadrak nodded. He might not have liked it, but he’d not let Nameless down yet. “Fine,” he said. “But we’ve still got the problem of no driver.”

The swing doors crashed open and a man lurched through, a blood-stained bandage wrapped about the shaft of an arrow protruding from his neck.

“I stand corrected,” Shadrak said. “Pyler, you up for a quick trip?”

Pyler gingerly touched the end of the arrow shaft, coughed and winced.

“Better in than out, Doc says. Reckon I’ve had worse.” His voice came out grated, as if he’d gargled a bucketful of glass shards. “Stand me a drink first. If the beer don’t leak through my neck, I reckon I’m good to go.”

Nameless poured him a pint, and Pyler was most appreciative. If anything, it revived him, added a splash of color to his cheeks. Nameless told him where to find Slythe’s carriage and had no doubt Pyler wouldn’t have any qualms about borrowing it without asking.

“You can use the horses from mine,” Shadrak said.

The poor nags were still coupled to what little was left of the carriage after the Maresman had trashed it.

Pyler responded with a wave and a grunt, then left to do as he’d been told.

Nameless went through the back of the gym to his office, which was also his bedroom, living room, and general dumping ground. He rummaged under the bed and pulled out his chainmail hauberk and his pa’s horned helm.

When the clatter of wheels announced the carriage’s arrival, he went back through to the gym and led the others outside.

The whores had done a good job cleaning the mess off the street. A couple of them sat on the verandah outside the bawdy house in blood-stained dresses, smoking weedsticks and drinking whiskey. They raised their glasses in acknowledgment and didn’t comment on the appropriation of Slythe’s carriage. Word was, they hated him as much as the dame reputedly did.

Weasel sat up front with Pyler, and Nameless and Shadrak sat inside with the girl where it stank of stale weedstick smoke and cheap perfume. The husk was back to staring blankly ahead, hands clasped in her lap. A pretty little lass. Lithe and doll-like, with the look of a yearling lamb about her.

Across the street, a scream came from the Panting Peacock.

Shadrak’s hand flew to one of his guns. “That Big Jake?”

“That’s Jake, right enough, laddie.”

Say one thing for Dame Consilia: she might not have been much of an actress, but she was a virtuoso in the bedroom. Not at all bad for a human; and she certainly knew how to tug a dwarf’s beard.

“But there’s no need to worry, Shadrak. Don’t you know the difference between pleasure and pain?”

The frown that crossed the assassin’s face told Nameless he didn’t. The midget had probably never set foot in a bawdy house. Probably never would, if he didn’t lighten up. If there hadn’t been more urgent matters to attend to, Nameless might have seen it as a challenge. He would at least find a way to get Shadrak to join him in a drink. Gods of Arnoch, what he wouldn’t give to see the little shogger singing tavern songs and dancing a jig on a tabletop.

Gods of Arnoch…

He only hoped there really were gods the dwarves could call upon. Because, if not, Nameless was their only hope, and he was far from sure he could deliver.
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It had been years since Nameless first set foot in Jeridium’s Academy. Back then, he’d been trapped in the ocras great helm that insulated him from the malice of the black axe, and he’d needed the philosopher Aristodeus to feed him through tubes.

Pyler dropped them off in the alley outside the gardens and agreed to wait for them with the carriage.

Nameless’s arse was numb from sitting for so long. The trip from Brink had been interminable, but then that’s how everything felt to him right now. He supposed it was only natural, given his urgent need to reach his people before it was too late.

Nameless, Shadrak, Weasel, and the girl made their way along the overgrown pathway to the colonnaded portico. Skirting the broad steps leading to the front door were desiccated flowerbeds and weed-strangled rockeries.

Above it all loomed the seven-story Academy building, a monotonous grey edifice with cracked brickwork, patched with damp. The stained-glass windows that were still intact were opaque with dust and grime. Others were boarded up, and a few had broken panes, where even the effort of covering them with panels seemed to have proven too much.

The flying buttresses that arched away to the sides of the building were crumbling and ready to fall. A couple of them had been crudely propped up by wooden joists.

Shadrak seemed all too familiar with the dilapidation. He flowed up the steps to the scuffed oak doors and let himself inside.

“What a shithole,” Weasel said, wrinkling his nose. “No profit in education, that’s what this is about. Waste of shogging time.”

“Wasn’t always that way,” Nameless said. “When I was here before, the whole place was sparkling, and the gardens were well cared for.”

The husk girl pressed in close to his side. Her expression remained blank, but a stiffness had crept into her movements. Her hand brushed against Nameless’s, so softly he almost didn’t notice.

“Yeah,” Weasel said, “well, they ain’t now.”

“The wizards used to tend them with sorcery.” Nameless had never really liked the idea, but at least it had been better than this.

It was like no one cared anymore. Judging by the bowed tree limbs, the vines and creepers, the litter strewn across the unkempt lawn, Master Quilth and his cronies had better things to do with their time than gardening. Things like trafficking husk children.

Inside, the air was thick with must and sulfur, heavy with damp. The circular reading room to the right of the vestibule was as he remembered it, and it was buzzing with students. Its balconied tiers rose all the way to the ceiling, where globes of glowing crystal hung from silver chains. Every level was crammed with bookshelves, and the ground floor was dotted with desks, each with its own mounted crystal exuding a soft light to read by.

On the opposite side of the antechamber was the main exhibit room of the Academy’s museum. There were skeletons of all manner of bird and beast, some monstrously huge; some creatures of nightmare that could only have been brought over the Farfall Mountains from Cerreth—before the movement of husks was made illegal. All covered in cobwebs and dust now.

Shadrak went on ahead to the far end of the vestibule. He said something to the crone behind the reception desk, and she nodded him through to the corridor beyond.

As Nameless started after him with Weasel and the girl in tow, a voice called out, “Nameless! Oh, my gawd, Nameless!”

He knew who it was even before he turned back to the reading room.

“Nils?”

The lad came tearing across the floor, balancing a stack of books under his chin. Only, he wasn’t a lad anymore. He was older, taller, and he had a wisp of beard bordering his chin. He wore the black gown of an academic, and a mortarboard sat atop his shock of wavy hair. You could tell the amount of reading Nils had been doing—he couldn’t read a word when they’d first met—by the spectacles perched on the end of his nose.

Nameless knew his face must have looked as blank as the husk girl’s. He was aware of his jaw hanging slack, not so much with surprise as with bewilderment. Bewilderment he hadn’t considered he might run into his old friend, in spite of knowing Nils had been accepted by the Academy after they’d returned from Cerreth together. It must have been the dread about what had happened to Arnoch messing with his brain. But he was also bewildered about what he felt, how to react. There were so many conflicting emotions, so many memories that made him mourn, made him tremble, but most of all made him proud.

If Nils felt the same way, he didn’t show it. There was no hesitation as he simply dropped his books on the floor and threw his arms around Nameless.

“It’s good to see you, Nameless.” His voice was deeper than before, but it would be, wouldn’t it? Back then, Nils had been one step away from boyhood. Now, he was a young man.

Nameless gave him a hesitant pat on the back, then another when Nils squeezed him tighter.

“Laddie, you grapple like a baresark. Easy now, or you’ll crush an old dwarf’s ribs.”

Nils jumped back, as if he’d done some serious harm. “Oh, gawd, I’m sorry.”

Nameless chuckled, and the look of worried horror that had come over Nils’s face sloughed away as he realized his leg had been well and truly pulled. He wagged a finger and then gave Nameless a playful punch in the belly. His eyes went suddenly wide.

“What?” Nameless said, sucking his gut in.

“Need to cut back on the beer and cakes, my friend.”

“Really?” Now Nameless was getting worried. He’d had a six-pack last he checked. Surely, a dwarf couldn’t lose that amount of definition overnight.

Nils guffawed, and this time, his finger wag said, “Got you back.”

Nameless grinned and clapped a hand on the young man’s shoulder so he could get a good look at him. “Laddie, you’ve grown. And what’s this with the facial hair? Anyone would think you’d been infected with dwarven culture.”

That brought a blush to Nils’s cheeks. “Yeah, well, I thought it made me look more old, like.”

“Not if you were a dwarf, it wouldn’t. We’re born with beards. It’s how they yank us from the womb.”

“Really?” Nils’s voice went up an octave, and to Nameless he was once more that hapless boy that had gone through so much with him. The frightened lad so full of bluster. The youth who’d found his heart and proven it was bigger than any man’s Nameless had ever met.

“Oh, yes, laddie. Really. Our babies have beards; our women, too. The only folk who don’t are goat-shaggers and drinkers of Ironbelly’s.”

“Watch it,” Weasel grumbled. “Nothing wrong with Ironbelly’s.”

“The former have their beards shaved off as a warning to farmers; and the latter… well, theirs just start to molt. The more you drink, the worse it gets, which is why Weasel’s here is so straggly, isn’t that right, laddie?”

Weasel’s hand went to his beard and gave it a little tug. When no hair came away, he rolled his eyes and said, “Funny. You’re a barrel of laughs, mate.”

“Are you scuts coming or what?” Shadrak called from the open door at the far end of the vestibule.

“Is that…?” Nils started, whipping off his glasses for a better look.

“Aye, that’s Shadrak all right,” Nameless said.

“Yeah, well,” Nils said, resituating his glasses on his nose. “I got a class to teach.” He stooped to pick up his books, and Nameless gave him a hand.

“Class, laddie?”

“Reading for the poor kids. Graduated, I did,” Nils said. “Told Silas I’d do it, didn’t I? One more year and they’ll be learning me magic.”

Thought of Silas and what had happened to him set the cold clutch of ice on Nameless’s heart. Nils must have felt the same way, for the light went out of his eyes, and the stack of books he’d regathered now seemed to weigh him down as if they were iron plates.

“You’d have made him proud, laddie. And you’ve made me proud. I think Silas knew you’d succeed, once you put your mind to it.”

Nils smiled at the compliment, but it was a smile tinged with sadness.

“Do you think… I mean, after what Blightey did to him… Do you think—?”

“He’s at peace now, laddie. Of that, I have no doubt.” But he did, really. Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord, had set an elaborate trap, and poor Silas had fallen for it. By the time he realized, it was too late, and Blightey took his body as a housing for his own evil skull. Silas’s head had melted away like wax.

“For shog’s sake,” Shadrak said.

Nameless cast a look over his shoulder at the midget, who was pacing back toward them.

Nils lowered his eyes and seemed to hunker down in his robe.

“I read your book, laddie,” Nameless said.

Nils looked up at that. “Was it…? Did I…?”

“It was a nice thing you wrote about the lassie.”

Nils blushed again.

It had been obvious how sweet Nils had been on the shapeshifting assassin. Nameless had, too, for a while, especially when she turned herself into a dwarf for him. But Nils had been young and naïve, and Ilesa… She’d had other things on her mind, and a long way yet to go before she could trust herself, let alone anyone else.

“Saw her a while back,” Nils said. “Just brief, like. She needed some information from our library and got me to look it up for her.”

“Oh?”

Nils shrugged. “Didn’t ask. She looked good, though. Word is”—he leaned in for whisper as Shadrak drew near—“she had the run of the guilds for a while.”

“What’s the shogging hold up?” Shadrak said. He narrowed his eyes at Nils. “Fargin. How’s your dad?”

Nils mumbled into his chest. “Gone. Didn’t make it through the last guild war.”

“Shame,” Shadrak said with as much sincerity as a politician. “Still, shit happens.” He turned away from Nils and took hold of the husk girl by the arm. “Come on, darling. Your new owner’s waiting.”

The girl glanced at Nameless, and this time there was an expression on her face: a look of fear and pleading. Her eyes strayed past Nameless to the doorway Shadrak had come out of.

In the entrance stood a tall man holding a staff. He was robed in red, with a high collar that framed his head. His beard was braided into a trident, and his salt-and-pepper hair stood on end, as if he’d had a near miss with lightning. Unlike Nils, Master Quilth didn’t seem to have aged a day since Nameless had seen him on that first trip to the Academy.

“She’s for him?” Nils said, still keeping his voice low as the wizard glided across the floor toward them.

“Nothing to do with me,” Nameless said with a nod in Shadrak’s direction.

Weasel spread his hands. “Don’t look at me, neither. I’m just a messenger. This shit ain’t my style. That’s if it is shit, which I’m guessing it is, seeing as it has the look of it.”

Shadrak was already dragging the girl to meet the wizard.

“She a husk?” Nils said. “From Cerreth?”

Nameless nodded.

“I don’t know what exactly,” Nils said, “but Quilth does things to them. I hear the wizards talking. Whatever it is, it ain’t good.”

“It feels wrong?” Nameless said. He’d been feeling it from the outset, when Shadrak first told him of his intentions to sell the girl to Master Quilth.

“Like Silas and that grimoire,” Nils said. He meant Blightey’s grimoire, the dark tome that had led Silas astray and ultimately cost him his life.

That was enough for Nameless. He turned on his heel and strode after Shadrak. He was dimly aware of Nils scurrying for the cover of the reading room.

“A girl?” Quilth was saying. He leaned on his staff to get a better look at her. “What does she do?”

“Shog knows,” Shadrak said. “Wasn’t part of the agreement. You want husks. She’s a husk, unless you’re gonna tell me it’s suddenly grown fashionable for Jeridium toffs to send their daughters to Cerreth for life experience.”

A faint glow exuded from the gem atop Quilth’s staff. “No, she’s a husk, right enough. The only question is, what kind of husk? All will be revealed. It’s in the blood, you know.”

He grabbed the girl’s arm, and she snarled and bit him on the back of the hand.

“Insolent whelp!” Quilth said. He went to strike her, but Nameless caught hold of his wrist.

“Change of plan, laddie. I don’t think she likes you.”

Quilth shot a murderous look at Shadrak, then let the full brunt of his ire fall on Nameless.

“How dare—!”

Nameless squeezed, and something popped in the wizard’s wrist. Quilth barely suppressed a whimper.

“Nameless!” Shadrak said. His hand strayed to one of his flintlocks.

“You don’t want to be doing that, laddie.”

Shadrak’s pink eyes flicked from Nameless to Quilth to the girl and back. They turned a shade darker, till they looked like they were bleeding.

“You object to this transaction?” Quilth said, doing his best to sound authoritative, despite his eyes brimming with tears and his lips trembling from the pain in his wrist.

“You could say that,” Nameless said.

“Then take it out on the Senate,” Quilth said. His voice was getting higher the tighter Nameless squeezed. “They’re the ones who cut my funding, set the Academy on the path to wrack and ruin. If it hadn’t been for the boy’s book royalties”—he flicked a look past Nameless toward the reading room—“we’d have been forced to close.”

“So, trafficking little girls is going to restore your fortunes?” Nameless said.

“More than that,” Quilth said. “There is power in their blood. With enough subjects, and a little more time, I’ll be in a position to teach the Senate a lesson they’ll never forget.”

The girl turned and ran—straight into the arms of Weasel.

“Now, now, girlie,” the rogue said. He looked her up and down and raised his eyebrows. “Everything’s gonna be all right. Uncle Weasel will see to—”

His jaw froze in mid sentence.

Shadrak’s hand stopped halfway to the knives in his baldric.

Nameless felt it, too: the petrifying touch of wizardry. His heartbeat was a torpid sloshing in his ears. His limbs grew heavy, his thoughts sluggish.

Quilth’s staff twirled before him, its glowing tip leaving a trail of crimson in its wake.

Nameless dug deep, found that vein of rage that he kept locked away in the dark space within. Better wizards than Quilth had tried this with him. Shoggers like the Lich Lord of Verusia.

Quilth tugged his wrist free and took on an imperious tone. “I will not have my work thwarted by—”

Nameless punched him in the mouth.

For an instant, Quilth stood there as petrified as the victims of his magic. Then, like a portent of doom, a single tooth clattered to the floor.

Nameless swung for him again, this time catching him with an uppercut to the jaw. There was a resounding crack, and Quilth pitched to his arse. His eyes opened wide, and a confusion of grunts and slurring spilled from his lips.

Nameless stepped in for a third punch, but the wizard’s eyes rolled up into his head and he keeled over backward, hitting the floor with a thud.

“Ouch!” Weasel said, suddenly snapping alert and rubbing the back of his head in sympathy. “That had to hurt.”

“You all right, lassie?” Nameless asked the husk girl.

She just stood there beside Weasel, staring blankly ahead once more, hands clasped before her.

Nameless turned to face Shadrak. “Are we all right?”

Shadrak shook his head at the prone body of Quilth. “You have any idea how much you just cost me?”

Nameless was dimly aware of Weasel slinking past him to examine the wizard.

“Oh, laddie, you really think he had the money to pay you? I imagine he’d have turned you into a toad to avoid the debt. But don’t you worry. I’ll cover your costs.”

“Yeah? How’s that, then?” Shadrak asked. “You still owe me for the gym, remember? And that’s peanuts compared to what he was supposed to give me.”

“Oh ho!” Weasel said, standing up from Quilth’s body and holding aloft the gem that had capped his staff. “How many tokens do you suppose that’ll fetch me back home?” His face suddenly dropped. “That’s if there is a home anymore. If they’re not already dead.”

Nameless sighed and gripped Weasel’s shoulder. “Let’s not give up before we’ve even started.”

“No,” Weasel said. “You’re right. Shogging crazy, but right. I mean, there’s gotta be some way of beating this dragon and raising the city again, ain’t there?”

“That’s my boy,” Nameless said. Though it was an effort to inject confidence into his tone. If Cordy had told him to stay away, it made sense this threat was beyond him. She knew Nameless better than anyone else. She’d seen what he could do with and without Paxy. But despair was an enemy he’d never surrendered to, even in his darkest moments. He wasn’t about to give it any quarter now.

Shadrak grabbed the gemstone from Weasel’s hand. “Tokens? What the shog’s that?”

“Heh, that’s mine,” Weasel said.

“Everyone’s equal in dwarven society,” Nameless said. Weasel may have snorted at that. “Equal rations, equal pay. Everyone gets a home big enough for the entire extended family, a job to do based on aptitude, time to rest, time to play. And for the most part, there’s an equal devision of tokens that can be exchanged for most anything you want: beer, mead, ale…”

“Yeah, well my marketplace is bigger and more lucrative,” Shadrak said. “There are wizards here in Jeridium who’d pay a shitload for shit like this. Consider payment made.” He held up a finger. “Not the gym, mind. You still owe me for that.”

“There’ll be more,” Nameless said. “A lot more, if you help me.”

“How’s that, then?” Shadrak asked. “You ain’t got two brass shekels to rub together, and I’ve got shog all use for beer tokens.”

“King Arios’s treasury,” Nameless said. “The Council still hasn’t decided what to do with the Arnochian king’s coffers. If we save my people from this dragon thing, I’m sure I can persuade them to release something in the way of a reward.”

“How sure?”

“Pretty.”

“You better be.”

Nils came shuffling along the vestibule, this time without his stack of books.

“Is he…?” he started, edging toward Quilth’s laid-out body. “I mean, he saw us talking. I need this job.”

“Don’t worry,” Nameless said. “I reckon he needs your royalties more than you need his job. But if he says anything to you, tell him I’ll be back.”

Nils grimaced and nodded. “I have a…” He gestured with his thumb over his shoulder.

“I know, laddie. You’ve a class to teach.”

Nils gave him a grateful smile. “It’s been good seeing you, Nameless.”

“You, too, Nils.” Nameless took his hand.

Nils yelped.

“Sorry,” Nameless said, releasing his grip. “I don’t know my own strength sometimes. Are you hurt?”

Nils backed away, pointing a finger and chuckling.

Nameless shook his head. “Ah, you got me there, laddie.”

When Nils turned his back and disappeared into the reading room, Nameless swallowed down a wad of emotions. He’d missed the lad’s company, but more than that, it reminded him how much he missed what he’d left behind at Arnoch. How much he missed Cordy.

“Right,” Shadrak said, “I’m done here. Lore craft?”

Nameless clenched his fist, as if the action could somehow stop the trembling inside, the worry that he might never again see his people; might never again see Cordy.

In his other hand, a ripple ran through Paxy’s haft, and, though she said nothing, he could sense her eagerness to leave.

But what about the husk girl? She was still standing there as vacant as an inebriated baresark. They needed to get her away from Quilth’s clutches, that much was certain, but then what? Drop her off in Cerreth on the way to Arnoch and leave her to sink or swim? Even thinking such a thing didn’t sit right with Nameless. Having rescued her from the wizard’s clutches, he now felt she was his responsibility. Until she took off by herself, or told him what she wanted, he didn’t see he had much choice but to bring her along.

“Aye, laddie, lore craft.”

“Now this I gotta see,” Weasel said.

Nameless took hold of the husk girl by the hand and led the way outside, to where Pyler sat waiting with the carriage.

 

 

 




SEVEN

Pyler drove them through the streets of Jeridium as if he did it for a living. He’d been the same on the way from Brink. The journey should have taken almost two days, but he’d gotten them there in less than one. Got them through the toll gates, as well, no questions asked. Shadrak knew from his guild days how much the city’s infamous bureaucracy could slow you down. Knew how much it could cost you—and he didn’t just mean the taxes. There was hush money for the gate guards, and the scuts put it up every year.

Since leaving the Academy, Nameless had fallen into one of his black moods. The dwarf stared out the window as dumb and expressionless as the husk girl. Every now and then, he would stiffen, or he’d bunch his fists—signs he was still alive, still thinking, still worrying about the fate that had befallen his people. Either that, or he was feeling guilty for losing Shadrak a whole load of money. It was all well and good promising a reward from some long-dead king’s coffers, but until he had the coins in hand, Shadrak considered the debt outstanding.

The girl was wedged in between them, so slender, so fragile, Shadrak tried to avoid pressing against her in case she shattered. Course, he knew she was tougher than she looked. He’d seen the Maresman drag her through the ceiling of the carriage. Seen her emerge from the wreckage unscathed. He didn’t miss things like that; filed it all away for when it was needed. Because it would be needed, sooner or later. Always was. And even if he was wrong, it never paid to take chances. Know your enemy, know your victims, know your friends. It was a philosophy that had gotten him a long way.

Oh, fellah, Kadee’s voice sounded in his mind. It’s a philosophy that only sets you apart.

Shadrak clenched his teeth and shook his head, but at the same time he had to smile inside. Even in death, his foster mother couldn’t stop telling him how to lead his life. Not that she was ever controlling. Far from it: Kadee had loved him as perfectly as any real mother could, and what he felt in return was… Well, it was why it hurt like a knife in the guts, twisting and slicing, each time he became aware of her absence.

Shadrak let his eyelids droop shut, and Kadee’s wizened face formed in swirls of mist. Crystals glinted in her braided hair; in the background there were smudges of grey and black, and what might have been the peaks of jagged mountains.

You have friends now. At least, a friend. He’s a good one, this dwarf. Look after him.

“Had friends before,” Shadrak said. “Whole bunch of them.”

Not real friends. Name one.

Even as he did so to prove his point, Shadrak knew he was on a hiding to nothing. “Albrec…”

The poisoner? So, why did you kill him?

Shadrak let out a sharp hiss of breath. Nameless glanced at him, then went back to looking out the window. The husk girl didn’t seem to notice.

“Look, Kadee,” he muttered under his breath, “I’ve got company.”

I know.

“You can see?”

A little. And not for long. A hint of urgency crept into her ghostly voice. I need to go. I just wanted to tell you, it was a good thing you did, not selling the girl.

Where the subtle warmth of Kadee’s presence had been, there was suddenly just absence. Like he always did after her “visits,” he immediately set to wondering if it was for real; if the Archon had told the truth about Kadee enduring beyond death. Because if it wasn’t, Shadrak knew he had serious issues, and no scutting head doctor was sticking leeches up his arse to get the bad humors out.

The streets were filling up, even as clear skies gave way to grey clouds and drizzle. It wasn’t enough to deter the traders, or the workers on their way to and from the foundries that dominated the district of Jeridium the carriage had entered.

The air was thick with acrid smoke and sulfur. They were almost deafened by the clangor of sledgehammers striking runners, risers, and heads from new castings. As the carriage clattered on and they got through the worst of it, the din was replaced by the sizzling rush of molten metal being poured from crucibles into molds.

Shadrak had once had lucrative contracts in the area, and the Night Hawks had carted away many a gold ingot formed from the melted-down wares they’d stolen. It was a shogging injustice, the way he’d lost control of the guilds. Four years of hard graft, only to dissolve into nothing because he’d killed the wrong man at the wrong time—and not because he’d wanted to, either.

When the carriage pulled up outside Queenie’s Fine Diner, Shadrak was as morose as Nameless. It wasn’t a luxury he could afford in his line of work, and the instant he caught himself brooding on what was dead and buried, he snapped back to the moment.

He kicked open the door and jumped out onto the street. Weasel clambered down from beside Pyler to join him. The girl was next, and Nameless came behind her, sullen and set in stone.

“I’ll take it from here,” Shadrak said to Pyler. “You can shog off now.”

“Shog off? What about my pay?”

Shadrak drew a flintlock and pointed it at him. “This do you?”

“That ain’t nice, Shadrak,” Pyler said. He touched the end of the arrow shaft protruding from his neck, as if that might draw some sympathy.

“Want me to count to three?”

“Ah, shog it,” Pyler said. With a crack of the reins, the carriage lurched off down the street.

“Looks different to how I remember it,” Nameless said, squinting up at the sign.

Shadrak holstered the pistol.

Some scut had painted over “Queenie’s Fine Diner” and replaced it with “Roderick’s Ribs and Rawcuts.”

“Place has changed hands a dozen times since it was mine,” Shadrak said.

Technically, it had been Albrec the poisoner’s restaurant, but when Shadrak took over the guilds, it had become his headquarters until he’d fled Jeridium and left Buck Fargin in charge. From then on, it had only been a matter of time before the Night Hawks lost their supremacy and Queenie’s had gone from one culinary disaster to the next. Albrec would be turning in his grave, if he’d had a grave. Shadrak had watched him die from a dose of his own medicine, and his livid corpse had been the last thing the lore craft dissolved with its army of automated cleaners, before even they had stopped working. He couldn’t help wondering if Albrec’s fat arse had clogged up the mechanism. It would be just like him to exact some sort of posthumous revenge.

The lunch crowd were just starting to tuck into their—well, he didn’t know what it was, save for brown sludge that stank like shit—when he barged through the entrance and strode toward the kitchen at the back. The others processed behind him as diners gawped and shook their heads.

A twat in a black apron and white shirt intercepted him at the kitchen door.

“Excuse me, sir, you’re not allowed in there.”

“You the owner?” Shadrak said.

“That I am, sir. Roderick Royfeld of Roderick’s Ribs and—”

Shadrak whipped out a flintlock and shoved the barrel against Roderick’s forehead.

“You’ve turned this place into a dive,” Shadrak said. “It’s a shogging disgrace.”

“I concur,” Weasel said. “But I’m dying for the crapper, if you don’t mind.”

Shadrak aimed at the ceiling and let off a shot.

Screams rent the air, and Roderick threw himself to the floor with his hands over his ears.

“Follow me,” Shadrak said. And to Weasel, “Stick a cork in it till we get there.”

He led them through the kitchen, which looked like it had never been cleaned. Rotting vegetables were strewn over the floor, and cockroaches scuttled across work surfaces layered with stains on top of stains.

The chef was a burly man in a puffy white hat. He lunged at Shadrak with a cleaver.

“Get the shog out of my kitch—”

Nameless punched him in the face, and he pitched over backward into a bin full of potato peelings. A black rat scampered up his apron, took a sniff at his face, thought better of it, and scurried off.

“Starting to become a habit,” Weasel said, holding up his fist.

“Practice makes perfect, laddie,” Nameless said.

Shadrak led them through the narrow door at the back, down a flight of stairs, and into the cellar. He crossed to the grille in the floor, eased it up with a knife under the edge, and lowered himself into the hole beneath. His feet found the top rungs of the rusty ladder that led to the sewers, and he started to descend.

“I ain’t going down there,” he heard Weasel say. Then the rogue squealed and his legs dangled over the opening. Nameless had hold of him by the scruff of the neck.

“Yes, you are, laddie. Quickly as you can now.”

That was all the prompting Weasel needed, but he muttered and cursed every rung of the way.

The husk girl was next, with Nameless last.

Shadrak dropped lightly onto a patch of rust that seemed to float in midair. Weasel cried out in shock, and then looked dumbfounded when Shadrak didn’t plummet to his death.

It would have been even more shocking for him had it not been for the rust. The lore craft was supposed to be invisible, seamlessly merging with whichever environment it found itself in. But it was growing old and falling further and further into disrepair.

Shadrak felt around for the entry panel and tapped it so that it slid open.

Weasel gasped at the appearance of a rectangle of dark glass streaming shapes and symbols in lurid colors across its surface. One by one, numbers winked into existence on the glass, flashing, waiting to be pressed.

Shadrak tapped out the code, then stepped back as a circle of light blossomed out of thin air, and beyond it, a corridor of burnished silver led off into the distance.

Nameless had seen it all before, so he casually stepped over the threshold and held out a hand for the husk girl. Shadrak shoved Weasel in the back, and the rogue stumbled inside, where he turned a slow circle, gawping, mouth working in silent utterances of astonishment.

“Magic,” Shadrak said nonchalantly, as he strode past. It wasn’t, but the reality was far too complex to describe, and he didn’t know the half of it himself.

He led the way along corridor after corridor of uniform silver. Many were streaked with dirt, and dust had started to build up where the walls met the floor. It never used to be that way. When he’d first found the lore craft, it had cleaned itself, but with no one to maintain it, decay had set in. He only hoped it could hold together long enough to get them where they needed to go.

They crammed into one of the cubicles that traveled between levels, and he took them up to the control room. When they entered, it was like coming home to a burgled house.

Beads of silver were scattered all about the floor. Normally, they were fluid and only appeared long enough to clean up whatever mess had been made; but now they were hard as ball bearings, and a shogging hazard to walk over without breaking your neck.

A panel had popped open on the main control plinth, exposing pulsing filaments and glowing crystals. The mirror that was supposed to show what was outside was dead and smeared over with grime. He banged it with his fist and it sparked into life.

The half-egg chairs that rose from the floor were all out, some of them leaning over on their pedestals, as if they’d wilted. The doors at the back opened onto what had once been a makeshift stable. The horses were long gone, but no scut had bothered to muck them out. The stench was akin to Roderick’s Ribs and Rawcuts.

“You want to speak to Dame Consilia’s girls, laddie,” Nameless said. “They often do a spot of cleaning for me at the gym.”

Shadrak drew in a long breath through his teeth before answering. “Reckon it’s beyond that. lore craft’s on her last legs.”

“This is…” Weasel said, still wide-eyed and gawping. “This is…”

“Shut up and tell me how to get to Arnoch,” Shadrak said. “I take it you have a map?”

“There are no maps of Cerreth,” Nameless said. “Except the one Stupid made. I mean, Abednego. We thought he was called Stupid, but he was only pretending. He was a faen, you see, disguised as a dwarf.”

“So, where is it?” Shadrak said, holding out a hand. He needed something to tell the lore craft. Some way of plotting a course.

“Here,” Weasel said. “But it ain’t much use.”

He held out a map that was essentially a few dotted lines between crosses.

“The crosses are what we call stepping-stones,” Nameless said. “Fixed points in Cerreth. The rest of the terrain is always shifting, so you never know where you are.”

“Great,” Shadrak said. “Now you tell me.”

“The good news is,” Nameless said, taking the map from Weasel, “that Arnoch is one of the fixed points.”

“Beneath the shogging ocean,” Shadrak said. “I don’t want to piss on your parade or nothing, but do you seriously think this craft is gonna be waterproof anymore?”

“It’s not the city itself that’s fixed,” Nameless said. “It’s the surrounding land, where Arnoch normally stands. If you could get us there…”

“What?” Shadrak said. “What then? You gonna swim to the bottom of the sea and hope some shogging great shark don’t get a taste for dwarf arse?”

“Uhm, no,” Nameless said. “I haven’t got that far in my thinking yet. And besides, I can’t swim.”

“This just gets better and better.”

The husk girl stretched out her arms and yawned.

“Lassie?” Nameless said.

She slumped for a moment and then straightened up vertebra by vertebra. Shadrak could have sworn her hair shimmered, and that it had grown an inch. He could have sworn she was taller, too.

Even Weasel was watching her expectantly, but as soon as it came, all activity fled the girl, and she resumed staring into space.

Shadrak shrugged and turned to the control plinth. He swiped symbols across the mirror, and in response, images of landscapes appeared: places the lore craft had been before. If he found the right one—if it had ever been to Arnoch—he could simply select it, and the ship would take them there. Only, Weasel’s map didn’t exactly give him anything to go on. After a minute or so, he gave up.

“It’s no good,” he said. “I don’t even know what it looks like.”

“Well…” Nameless said, with a look at Weasel for support.

“Don’t ask me,” Weasel said. “I’m crap at describing things. I’m a numbers dwarf, through and through. I can calculate a profit or give you odds on a circle fight in next to no time, but ask me to describe a sunset…”

“I didn’t,” Shadrak said. “It’s a city. Or rather, the surrounds where the city should be. Surely, there are landmarks you’d recognize? Something we could search for?”

Nameless started to shake his head, but then he hefted his axe and stared at the twin blades.

“Paxy says she can show you.”

“Oh, no,” Shadrak said, taking a step back. “I ain’t talking to no shogging axe.”

“She said show, not tell. Give it a try, laddie. It’s important to her. It’s important to me.”

“Fine,” Shadrak said. “What do I do?”

“Paxy?” Nameless inclined his head, listening. Then he set the axe down on the control plinth and the blades began to shine golden.

Images ran across the screen, faster and faster, until they were just a blur, and then, abruptly, they stopped.

“That’s it?” Shadrak said.

The screen now showed a rocky shoreline, and in the distance, cliffs that seemed to be dissolving and re-forming.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Weasel said. “Home.”

“Then strap yourselves in.” Shadrak ran his gaze over the dilapidated chairs sticking out of the floor. “No, on second thoughts, don’t bother.”

He swiped all the symbols to the bottom of the screen, and his guts lurched as the walls started to flicker in and out of reality.

 

 

 




EIGHT

The door slid open onto the end of the world.

At least, that was Nameless’s first impression as he nearly choked on the mephitic stench and blinked against the acidic smog that wafted into the lore craft.

Outside, clouds of ash and soot billowed overhead, smothering the glare of the twin suns and plunging the surrounds into an unnatural gloaming.

Nameless stepped gingerly through the exit, heart hammering with anticipation at what he might find and what he might not. Once before, Arnoch had sunk without a trace, not to be seen again for hundreds of years. What if it was worse this time? What if his people perished beneath the waves and he was the last of his kind?

Weasel coughed and spluttered as his head poked through the doorway.

Well, not last, but as good as.

The hull of the lore craft was completely visible for a change. Not just a smattering of rust or dirt; he could see the whole thing sprawling away from him in every direction, until it was obscured by the ash cloud. It was hard to tell in the half-light, but it looked to be made from some sort of alloy riveted together in panels the size of fields.

The husk girl came out next, with Shadrak prodding her in the back.

The assassin wrinkled his nose at the exposed body of his lore craft, then looked off into the gloom. “So, what now?”

Nameless had no idea. He couldn’t get his bearings from within the swirling smog.

“Head for the sea?” Weasel suggested with a shrug.

Nameless strained to hear the lapping of the waves. It was there, sure enough, away to the right, but another sound almost obscured it—a sound he’d first dismissed as the pounding of blood in his ears.

“What the shog is that?” Shadrak said.

It could have been a distant earthquake, except it was too regular, too rhythmic: deep rumbles that sent answering tremors through the hull they stood upon.

That wasn’t the only sound. In among it was the roar of storm winds gathering, syncopated like martial drums. And beneath that, the sizzling rush of molten metal, same as from the foundries. Or was it the rasping exhalation of some monstrous beast?

“It’s all around us,” Shadrak said, fingers stroking the handles of his flintlocks.

“This way.” Nameless headed toward the almost subliminal rush of the surf.

Their footfalls clanged and echoed across the hull of the lore craft, but Nameless put speed ahead of stealth. His feeling of anticipation had swelled into a clump of dread, not just for the dwarves of Arnoch, but for himself and his three companions. If only he could see more than a dozen yards in any direction. If only there were some way to gauge the threat.

Paxy’s twin blades exuded a soft golden glow that limned the clouded darkness. As if she sensed Nameless’s burgeoning fear, she suddenly flared incandescent and projected a beam of light through the fog.

Nameless started to run. Behind him, he heard Weasel panting to keep up.

The lore craft’s hull began to rise in slopes and steps that took them into denser clouds of smoke. The air smelled rotten—of eggs or sulfur—and it was laced with a metallic scent.

He had to slow due to the burning in his lungs, the need to cough. Behind him, Weasel was hacking and gasping for every breath. Nameless turned to wait and saw Shadrak buried beneath his hood, the hem of his cloak held across his nose and mouth. The husk girl seemed to glide through the miasma as expressionless as before, and completely untroubled.

Nameless looped his arm through Weasel’s and helped him up a ramp. At the top, the hull leveled out like the summit of a mesa. They were above the ash cloud here, and cobalt skies blazed overhead. A stone’s throw to the right, he could see the rocky shoreline of the inland sea. The agitated surface of the water glimmered across the bay, and in the far distance he could make out the vanishing cliffs, perpetually crumbling and re-forming.

“Always said it was as big as a city,” Shadrak said, coming up beside him.

He was referring to the lore craft, but at the same moment, Nameless realized exactly where they were; where they had landed.

“We must be right above Arnoch, laddie,” he said with hushed awe. “You landed us where the city used to be.”

“That ain’t good,” Weasel said.

The lore craft shook beneath their feet, and a low growl sounded from far below. Black smoke belched up to once more smother them and take away their brief snatch of vision.

“Keep moving,” Nameless said, heading along the flat toward where he’d seen the sea.

When Arnoch had resurfaced before, it was into a vast ring of rock, the perimeter of a hollowed-out island. The thought sent waves of sickness through his stomach. That meant there was water on every side, with no way to shore for a dwarf who couldn’t swim.

“Shog this,” Shadrak yelled from behind. “Let’s get back inside. I’ll try jumping the ship.”

“You can do that?” Nameless said, stopping and turning to face the assassin.

“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Weasel said.

The husk girl just stood motionless, as if none of it concerned her.

“Has to be a hatch up here somewhere,” Shadrak said. He got down on his hands and knees to look. “If I can get us a mile or so back, we can scout the area and—”

A wave of heat rolled over them. Sweat dripped into Nameless’s eyes and soaked his beard.

“What the shog?” Weasel said.

A red moon penetrated the smog. But it can’t have been a moon: wrong time of day, and it was slitted down the middle with black. Not a slit, Nameless realized as it vanished for an instant and then reappeared. An elongated pupil.

Shadrak pulled out a pistol and fired. Thunder cracked, and the great eye blinked then arced away to the side.

Another red eye appeared a dozen yards from the first. Then they both rose higher into the air. Beneath them, darker, denser smoke billowed, and tongues of flame flickered and danced. Fangs as big as trees, wreathed in fire, seared through the fog. There was a sound like the splitting of a mountain, and impossibly huge jaws opened upon a churning conflagration.

Nameless sprinted back toward the ramp, dragging Weasel with him. A colossal roar sounded behind, and heat scorched the seat of his britches. He dived. Weasel screamed as they were struck by a wave of force that sent them flying from the mesa and tumbling down the ramp.

Shadrak was already at the bottom, black cloak smoldering around him.

“The girl?” Nameless said, looking back up top.

She walked down the ramp toward them, wreathed in flames—and none of them touching her.

From the ocean side, violet eyes as huge as the red ones soared into view. A sinuous neck as broad and long as a river swayed in silhouette against the cobalt skies.

Shadrak led them back they way they’d come, down slopes and steps, but emerald eyes loomed up to block their retreat. On the side opposite the ocean, two more eyes appeared, these ones amber, and then, directly above them, ice-blue orbs burst from the smog, expanding at an alarming rate as they dived.

Nameless threw Paxy with all his might. She arced across the space between them and glanced off an eye. Instead of returning to his hand as usual, she veered away to the left, streaking a trail of gold behind her. The blue eyes took the bait and swerved in pursuit.

“Here!” Shadrak yelled. He tapped on a panel, a hatch slid open, and he dropped inside.

Nameless ushered Weasel and the girl ahead of him, then held out his hand to catch the returning Axe of the Dwarf Lords. Blue eyes zoomed toward him, and frost spewed from a cavernous maw. Nameless jumped into the hatch as hail and spikes of ice clattered against the hull. The others below scattered as he hit the silver floor with a grunt. Pain lanced through his ankle, but Paxy shot heat through his body and soothed it away.

“Lassie,” Nameless said. “Don’t spend yourself all at once.” She’d done it before. He knew she had her limits.

[This is too important, my Exalted,] she said. She always called him that when she was scared. [We cannot let them perish.]

“You’ll get no argument from—”

The corridor rocked, and stalactites of ice burst through the ceiling.

“This way,” Shadrak said, setting off at a run.

Heat surged from the left, and the walls that side started to glow red.

Every frantic step was punctuated by hammering from outside. They were jolted from wall to wall with each blow, and a cacophony of shrieks echoed about the lore craft.

Shadrak bundled them into a cubicle, and he took them up to the control room. The assassin went straight to the console and started swiping symbols and cursing.

“What are you—?” Weasel started, but Shadrak shushed him with a raised palm.

The husk girl was watching Nameless, her face still blank, but her eyes glistened with moisture.

The room careened, and they all tumbled toward the wall. No sooner had they struck than the room pitched again and they rolled back the other way.

Shadrak caught hold of the control plinth and pulled himself up. Nameless snagged the stem of a half-egg chair with his axe and clung on.

“Scut it!” Shadrak cried, thumping the console. “Screen’s dead.”

There was an earsplitting screech, followed by a tumultuous crash. The ceiling buckled. Another hammer blow, and it began to split.

Shadrak kicked the console in frustration; in response, a klaxon sounded and red lights flashed. The room that had been converted into a stable revolved, and where its back wall had been there was now a gaping opening onto a sloping silver shaft.

Weasel looked from Shadrak to Nameless and shrugged. “As a gambling man, I’d say that’s just increased the odds in our favor.” He ran for the shaft and threw himself into it.

Nameless grabbed the girl and did the same, and with the flap and flurry of his black cloak, Shadrak came after.

They slid, rolling and bouncing, round and round a tube of perfectly smooth metal. Nameless’s guts flopped and tossed like a pancake. Weasel screeched from up front, and then he vanished with a yelp. Nameless clutched the husk girl to him and they shot from the end of the shaft, tumbling over and over each other on rocky ground. Shadrak seemed to hang in the air a second as he fell from the tube, then he flipped and landed on his feet.

Nameless stood, brushing himself down. He was cut and grazed in a dozen places, but he’d had worse. Weasel was even more bruised and bloody than he’d been when he arrived in Brink, but the husk girl was completely unscathed.

Waves crashed against the promontory they’d alighted on, and ocean spray showered Nameless’s face, leaving its salty tang on his lips. The rocks they stood upon looked melted—like hardened lava. In between them, blackened glass was contorted into jagged patterns, where once there had been sand. Along the water’s edge, charred skeletons of dwarves stood in a fossilized tableau, axes raised to strike, crossbows aimed high. Beyond them stood the remains of a funeral pyre, no more than ash heaped upon a slab of granite.

A shadow fell over the scene. Then another, and another.

Five dragon heads swayed above the mountainous hull of the lore craft. They were scaled with granite, each with its own color: crimson, coal, jade, purple, and white. One after the other, gigantic maws opened and unleashed torrents of fire, ice, lightning, gas, and noxious spew that corroded the hull where it fell.

The tabletop mountain that was the lore craft sagged and sank in on itself, and the lower levels began to buckle and crack.

In unison, the five heads of the dragon soared upward, necks coiling about each other. Nameless caught a glimpse of where they sprouted from a single trunk that suggested a snake’s body, only as thick as the central tower that ran through Arx Gravis. He started to wonder how long such a beast could be, but then a splash out to sea drew his gaze to where the waters foamed and churned, and scaly humps surfaced, writhing and undulating all the way around the island that had once housed Arnoch. Higher up the trunk, wings snapped open and plunged the lore craft into a deeper dark. One beat of the wings stirred up a hurricane that drove waves toward the crumbling cliffs and had the companions clinging to rocks lest they were blown away.

The five heads roared in unison and dived toward the floundering lore craft. Their spew combined into a murderous brume that disintegrated every last scrap of metal and sent up roiling clouds of poisonous gas.

In spite of his fear of water, in spite of not being able to swim, Nameless ran for the sea before the churning smog could touch him. Weasel got there first and started to wade away from the island. Shadrak dived, and as the brume billowed toward Nameless, the husk girl grabbed his arm and pulled him in with her. Water closed over him. Even with her help, Nameless began to sink in his armor. He spluttered and thrashed, but then the girl yanked him above the waves for a snatch of air.

He tried to tread water and bobbed under again, but this time, she clutched a handful of beard and coaxed him onto his back.

[Calm, my Exalted, calm,] Paxy whispered in his mind.

He grasped the axe tight, drew what strength she had to offer.

The husk girl slid through the water with effortless grace, pulling Nameless with her. Through the choppy peaks and troughs, he glimpsed Shadrak like a seal in his waterlogged cloak, and Weasel struggling like a half-drowned rat.

Something big broke the surface in front of them. Weasel squawked and tried to back away.

Nameless’s heart thumped erratically in his ribcage. Back behind, one of the dragon’s heads had spotted them and was swooping in for the kill. The great wings flapped, and the waters surged higher. They were between a rock and a hard place.

Only, it wasn’t the dragon’s serpentine body that had risen above the waves. It was the head of an enormous fish, and as its mouth began to open, Nameless saw beams of light where teeth should have been.

He recognized it and cried out, “Swim for it! Into the fish’s mouth!”

Taking him at his word, Weasel headed straight into the waiting maw. The husk girl dragged Nameless toward it. Shadrak climbed from the water onto the fish’s black tongue. The husk girl reached the lip and turned Nameless so he could hold on with his free hand while retaining Paxy with the other.

She looked him in the eye and nodded, then lithely left the water. She reached down and grabbed his wrist. Her strength belied her lissome frame as she pulled him inside.

Crossing the threshold, Nameless felt a warm, tickling sensation beneath the skin. The instant he set his feet upon the tongue, a roar came from behind. He spun and slipped, pitched back toward the sea—and into the path of the black dragon head surging toward him.
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Nameless fell from the fish’s mouth toward the waves. The dragon’s black head swooped, the four others closing fast, sinuous necks whiplashing through the air.

Shadrak drew both guns and let rip with a barrage of bullets, but in the same instant, he knew it was no good. The thing had scales tougher than steel, but more than that, the dwarf was wearing armor, and he couldn’t swim.

The husk girl’s hand lashed out and caught Nameless by the boot. As the dragon’s jaws yawned and lightning arced between its fangs, she whisked the dwarf inside as if he were no more than a rag doll she’d dropped.

The fish snapped its mouth shut and lurched into a dive.

Nameless went tumbling head over heels toward the back of the gigantic throat. Shadrak cannoned into Weasel, and then the three of them were plummeting down a slime-coated gullet.

When they hit the floor at the bottom, Shadrak’s ears popped and his stomach churned. The fish was still diving, and diving fast. Turbulence rocked them from side to side. At any second, he expected the dragon’s head to rip through the fleshy walls and blast them apart with its lightning breath. But then the fish leveled out and it grew calm.

Shadrak reached down and helped Nameless to his feet.

They were in a glistening corridor that stank like the Abyss, and before them, completely out of place, stood a round wooden door with a brass handle.

The husk girl descended the fish’s throat like a sleepwalker. All trace of her sudden activity, and her show of strength that would have put Big Jake to shame, had now gone. Shadrak watched her intently, filing away what he’d seen her do.

“I don’t like it,” Weasel said, staring at the door. “There’s something—”

“Don’t,” Shadrak said, switching his gaze from the girl and reaching for a razor star. He wasn’t in the mood. “Don’t say it.”

“Fishy about—”

The razor star thudded into the wood of the door, barely missing Weasel’s head.

“Oi!” came a voice from the other side. “Cut that out!”

Weasel’s shock at nearly getting a razor star through the back of his skull gave way to the shock of recognition.

“Stupid?”

“Abednego,” Nameless corrected.

The faen who’d guided Shadrak to the resistance in Arx Gravis during the Corrector’s brief reign of terror. A member of the Sedition.

Weasel shrugged. “I was being descriptive.”

Nameless nodded his agreement. “Fair do’s, laddie. Fair do’s.” The tension of the last few minutes seemed to fall away from him like water off a duck’s back. It was as though he were on familiar turf.

The door creaked open, bathing them in greenish light, and there stood Abednego. The faen was the same height as Shadrak, yet wiry and olive skinned. Grey dreadlocks hung almost to his waist, and he was robed in white.

“Laddie,” Nameless said. “You arrived in the nick of time.”

“As I meant to,” the faen said. “What took you so long?”

“Took me?” Nameless glanced at Weasel. “Thought I wasn’t supposed to come.”

“You weren’t, officially,” Abednego said. “Cordana will have my guts for garters when she learns you’re here. But the way I see it, I had no choice. And, let me tell you, I have a plan.”

Well, that was an improvement. Shadrak never did anything without a plan, least, not if he had a choice. But the plan of a faen… The shifty shoggers couldn’t be trusted. It didn’t help having learned he was one himself. The faen couldn’t help themselves and would often mislead you just because they could. But with a genealogy like theirs, you could hardly blame them.

“Where are Bark and Goffin?” Abednego asked Weasel.

“Didn’t make it out of Cerreth. Only got through myself by the skin of my teeth. Told you, you could count on me.”

“And you’ll be handsomely rewarded, as we agreed.”

“Wait a minute,” Nameless said. “You sent Weasel? I thought Cordy—”

“You know how the Council is,” Abednego said. “They’d have debated for hours, in spite of the urgency of the situation. I must say, I’m surprised Cordana puts up with it, but it seems prevarication goes with the job and infects even the most forthright among us.”

“We?” Nameless grabbed a fistful of the faen’s white robe. “You’re on the Council? But you’re not a dwarf.”

“They were always coming to me for advice,” Abednego said. “When Old Moary died and Cordana was elected, she thought it would save time to have me on hand permanently.”

“So, what now?” Shadrak said. “We gonna just stand here catching up, or are we gonna do something useful? I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve had a gutful of this stinking fish.”

Abednego eyed the husk girl. “Is she with you?”

Shadrak glared at Nameless. “You gonna answer that?”

“Yes, the lassie’s with me. For now. Until we work out what to do with her.”

“Do?” Abednego said.

“I mean, until she lets us know what she wants to do; where she wants to go.”

“You have no idea, do you?” the faen said. “No idea what you’ve got there.”

“Why don’t you enlighten us?” Shadrak said. “Because I know of one evil shogging wizard who’s going to be very pissed off we reneged on the deal to hand her over.”

“Then, lucky for him you changed your mind,” Abednego said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Shadrak took a step toward the faen, but Nameless threw out an arm to bar his path.

“What I mean is for me to know and you to guess at,” Abednego said. “You made your bed, you lie in it.”

Shadrak gritted his teeth and muttered, “Scutting faen.”

“Takes one to know one,” Abednego said. Then to Nameless, “Just be gentle. She’s still growing. At a guess, I’d say it’s not going to be long before she fully matures.”

“Then what?” Nameless said.

Instead of answering, Abednego crossed his thumbs and fluttered his fingers.

Nameless looked from the faen to the husk girl, but she was back to being distant, locked away inside herself.

“Come,” Abednego said, gesturing for them to precede him through the door. “Maybe there’s a touch of fate in this. Things always happen for a reason, don’t you think?”

“Wow,” Weasel said as he passed through the doorway.

Shadrak shoved the rogue out of the way, but then it was his turn to gawp.

He entered a circular chamber with a huge round window opposite. Only, it wasn’t a window: it blinked, and at its center was the black circle of a pupil. Outside, shoals of fish streamed by in flashes of silver.

The ceiling was concertinaed, like the gills on the underside of a mushroom, and it was lit by some sort of green phosphorescence.

In front of the eye-window was a stool that looked to have been grown from fungus. Around the walls, tuberous nodules protruded from a glittering array of wires and crystals.

Abednego strolled in and perched upon the fungus stool.

“Plan, you say?” Nameless said, leading the girl in and closing the door. “You fancy sharing it? Because I’m just acting on instinct at this stage.”

He was acting on emotion, that much was clear to Shadrak. Nameless was terrified. Frightened to death of losing the last of his people. The dwarf had always felt guilty about what he’d done to them back at the ravine. Shadrak thought he’d never hear the last of it, but recently, since he’d moved to Brink and set up the gym, Nameless seemed to have come to terms with his past, as much as could be expected. But there was something else; something he wasn’t saying.

“When we get there,” Abednego said, swiveling the stool to face the eye-window and yanking on something dangly that resembled a uvula.

The fish-craft tilted into another dive, though this one was gentler and more graduated.

“This thing got a crapper?” Weasel said, holding his crotch to illustrate his need. “I’m dying for a riddle.”

“When we get there,” Abednego said again.

The deeper they went, the darker the waters grew, until it seemed as though the night sky had fallen and swallowed them. Shimmering fish passed by in patterns like stars, reflecting some unseen light source that must have come from the strange craft.

The pressure in Shadrak’s ears increased to the point it was painful. After an age, pinpricks of amber dotted the darkness seen through the fish-craft’s eye. As they plunged closer, Shadrak saw that it was the glow from hundreds of embrasures. Closer still, and he could make out the spires and turrets of towers projecting above crenellated walls. It was a vast structure, as big as an island: a gigantic citadel encased in a crystalline bubble that was all but invisible, save for where the light from the fish-craft struck it.

Nameless let out a sigh and laid his hand on Shadrak’s shoulder. “Arnoch, laddie, the ancient citadel of the dwarf lords. I only hope—”

“They’re alive,” Abednego said. “It’s not like the last time Arnoch sunk, when the city had to be flooded. With no Destroyer for the dwarves to try to drown, the water shields are sealed tight. They were damaged, though, when the outer shields were corroded. We managed to patch the leaks, but at this pressure, it’s only a matter of time.”

“How long?” Nameless said.

Abednego shrugged. “A day or two. Three at the most.”

Nameless set his jaw and gave a grim nod. “So, no need to swim, then?”

“No need.” Abednego tweaked a couple of growths on the wall beside him, and the eye-window aligned itself with a circular doorway set into the city’s outer walls.

As they approached, a crack down the center of the door parted to admit the fish-craft. Abednego piloted them into a vast flooded corridor. He yanked on another nodule, and from behind the craft came the grating of stone and an echoing thud as the doors must have closed once more. Then, with a cascading rush, the water around the fish-ship began to lower.

When the corridor was void of water, double doors of stone at the far end inched open to reveal a cluster of white-robed dwarves flanked by armored guards wearing red cloaks.

The dwarf soldiers began to form a shield wall, but one of the white robes pushed through and took a few steps toward the fish-ship’s view window. Despite the finely braided golden beard, Shadrak could tell from the slip of a waist, the bulge of breasts beneath the robe, it was a woman. And not just any woman: he’d seen her before, at the ravine. She’d been consumed with rage then and close to despair. The way she thrust her fists into her hips and glared up at the eye-window, she looked about the same now.

“Cordy,” Nameless muttered.

“Don’t worry,” Abednego said, “it’s me she’s cross with.”
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The faen got up from his chair and led them out through the round wooden door. He tugged on a uvula hanging from the corridor’s ceiling and led them to the bottom of the fish-ship’s gullet. This time, when they stood upon its slick surface, the floor crinkled into steps then retracted and carried them back up. At the top, the mouth parted, and they stepped between the beams of light that served for teeth. The lower jaw dropped like a ramp, and Abednego walked down first, with Weasel, Shadrak, and the husk girl behind. They paused at the bottom, conferred with nods and looks, and then set off along the still damp corridor.

Toward Cordy.

Nameless followed at a distance, head down, mind a muddle of memories, thoughts, emotions. He couldn’t get away from the hammering of his heart, the warring ice and fire in his veins. He’d been so scared he’d lost her; that he’d never see her again. And yet, at the same time, he knew he had no right to such feelings. Yes, he and Cordy had gone some way to patching up the past, but that’s as good as it got. Some things couldn’t be fixed, no matter how hard you tried. Even a friendship like they’d once had couldn’t weather the things he’d done. Even the young love that neither of them had recognized until it was too late. For Thumil had proposed to her, and she’d accepted. And then, driven insane by the black axe, Nameless had murdered her husband. He screwed his eyes shut, as if that could ward off the next thought. It couldn’t. He’d killed her baby daughter, too.

The broad corridor seemed to close in on him with each dragging step. He opened his eyes and let them fall anywhere but Cordy: the damp-stained walls, dusted with salt deposits and studded with doors; the ensconced torches that gave off an unnatural mauve glow; the grilles on the floor, through which the last of the water trickled away; the expanse of King Arios’s throne room just visible past the clustered councilors and soldiers, who still wore the red cloak and chainmail of the Ravine Guard.

Cordy strode to meet Abednego. She was mad, Nameless could see that. So mad, she didn’t even spare him a glance.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” she said.

“No, that’s him,” Weasel said, following a pace behind the faen.

The look Cordy gave the rogue was excoriating, but it was a lightning strike, gone in a second.

Weasel faltered and came to a standstill.

Cordy returned her ire to Abednego. “Soon as the Svarks said three were missing, I put two and two together.”

The Svarks: the black-garbed agents that did the Council’s bidding. From back in his Ravine Guard days, when he’d served under Thumil, Nameless had had his fair share of run-ins with them. The Svarks always struck him as both above and beneath the law.

“We needed to do something,” Abednego said.

“And I did,” Cordy countered. “I sank the city.”

“But was that your decision to make alone?”

“If we’d waited for the Council to make a decision, it would have all been over before they’d even set the agenda.”

“Agreed,” Abednego said. “But that wasn’t the only decision you made unilaterally. You abandoned hope for us, not something I agreed with.”

“There wasn’t exactly time to confer.”

“Again, I agree. So, I did the same as you, and I acted alone.”

Cordy stiffened but nodded for him to go on.

“You run a tight ship, Lady Voice,” Abednego said, “so my options were limited. There also wasn’t time to find anyone more suitable. I just had to grab the first dwarves I came across. I must admit, I thought Weasel would let me down, but he came through.”

Weasel rolled his eyes and let out a harrumph.

“Bark and Goffin didn’t make it,” Abednego said, “but at least now we have a chance.”

“You sent Weasel?” Nameless said, finally plucking up the courage to join them. “I thought you said Cordy—”

She punched him square on the jaw.

Nameless pitched onto his arse. His axe went flying, then flew some more, till it slapped back into his palm. He blinked back tears, and could have sworn the corridor was revolving. Always packed a punch, Cordy. Thumil used to joke she had baresark blood.

“What do you think you’re doing coming here?” Cordy said. “What the shog were you thinking?”

Nameless looked from Shadrak to Weasel to Abednego. The others stared back blankly, but Shadrak looked like he had half a mind to put a bullet through Cordy’s skull. Nameless held up a hand and forced a smile to show the assassin it was all right. It just took a while to get used to Cordy’s ways.

“Coming to help,” he said, pushing himself to his feet and rubbing his jaw. He ran his tongue over his teeth, checking to see if any had come loose.

“No,” Cordy said. “No, no, no. This cretin”—she jabbed a finger at Abednego—“wanted me to send for you, and I told him no.”

Nameless took a step toward her, but she turned away.

“How could you do this?” She spun back round, hand raised to strike.

Nameless didn’t even bother to protect himself, but this time, when Cordy swung for him, she stopped her palm a hair’s breadth from his face. A tremor ran beneath her robe, and she swallowed thickly.

“I can’t…” she started, eyes brimming with tears. “I can’t lose you as well.”

“You won’t—”

She cut him off with a finger against his lips. “I won’t, you hear me?” She lowered her voice to a whisper, casting a glance over her shoulder toward the other councilors and the soldiers. “Arnoch’s finished. We have no way of fighting that thing.” Before Nameless could interrupt, she said, “And neither do you. I’ve seen what you can do, Nameless. Me, more than anyone, and even with that axe, you’re no match for this monster. None of us is.”

“So, I just leave you all to die?” He knew he sounded angry, but that came from trying to suppress what he really felt. Even after all he’d done to save his people from the Lich Lord, he still felt responsible. He was responsible. If he hadn’t butchered them, sent them fleeing across the Farfall Mountains, none of this would have happened. They would still be in Arx Gravis, not Arnoch, and there’d be no five-headed dragon waiting above the waves to finish what he’d started.

“Someone has to survive,” Cordy said. “It was supposed to be you, you stupid oaf.” She thumped him on the shoulder, though without the force she’d used earlier. “It was supposed to be you.”

Nameless grabbed hold of the front of her robe, pulled her close. A gasp went up from the councilors, and a couple of the Red Cloaks advanced.

Shadrak drew a flintlock, but the soldiers only moved back when Cordy raised a hand without even turning to face them.

“It will be me,” Nameless said. “It will be all of us. This thing is alive, isn’t it?” He glanced at Abednego, who nodded. “So, it can be beaten. We just have to find a way.”

Cordy slumped against him. Her warmth shocked him, made him release his grip. For a moment, he thought she was going to weep into his chest, but instead, she pushed him back and looked him up and down.

Eventually, she said, “Not this time, old friend. Not this time.” She suddenly looked over his shoulder at the husk girl and said, “And who is this? You know better than to bring strangers—” She started to take in Shadrak, too, but Nameless cut her off.

“The girl’s fine, Cordy. She saved my life back there. As for the little fellow…”

“Watch it,” Shadrak said.

“I know Shadrak,” Cordy said. Her eyes clouded over, and Nameless realized his attempt at humor had backfired. Shadrak had come to Arx Gravis to help stop the massacre. Of course she knew who he was. Everyone in Arnoch did. It was only the fact he wasn’t a dwarf that stopped him being hailed as a returning hero. The dwarves might have accepted Abednego on the Council, but as a race, they’d never shaken off their inherent distrust of outsiders.

“Aren’t you forgetting to ask me something?” Abednego said.

“Yes,” Cordy said. “Why don’t you go boil your head?”

Abednego closed his eyes and drew in a sharp breath. “Do you think I’d go to all the trouble of bringing Nameless here if I didn’t have a plan?”

The other councilors started to draw nearer at that. The soldiers exchanged looks and decided to stay back.

As the rest of the Council of Twelve fanned out in a semicircle behind Cordy, Abednego said, “Remember the portal King Arios used last time the city sunk?”

Cordy’s eyes widened.

Nameless remembered it, too. Abednego had taken him and Cordy to see it after the Lich Lord and his feeders had been defeated. With only a few hundred dwarves left, the faen had floated the idea they might one day try to find the last of the dwarf lords, if only the portal could be fixed.

“At the height of his despair, Arios never fully gave up hope,” Abednego said.

“He sent some of his people across the Farfalls to found Arx Gravis,” Nameless said, eyes never leaving Cordy’s. “And yet more even further from the Destroyer’s reach: through the portal to another world.”

“Thanatos,” Abednego said. “The planet of death.”

Shadrak gasped and his pink eyes widened.

“But the portal’s broken,” Cordy said.

Mutters passed between the councilors.

“And I fixed it.” Abednego slowly took in each of the white-robed dwarves.

“How?” Nameless said. “You told us the faen didn’t want the dwarf lords to return, and that your lot, the Sedition, lacked the lore.”

“We did,” Abednego said. “But now we don’t. Defectors, you see, coming over to our side. Some of the finest lore workers among my race have joined the Sedition since the last time you were in Arnoch.” To Cordy, he said, “I apologize for not tabling it at a meeting, but you know how long the Council’s deliberations take. While we are long-lived, even we faen have a finite life span. My point is, King Arios must have known something about this Thanatos. Must have known his people could survive there.”

Shadrak was circling like a vulture. His eyes had a hard glint to them that made them look like rubies. “Where is it, this portal? You say you got it working?”

“Laddie?”

“It’s where Kadee is, understand?”

“Your foster mother?” Nameless said. “But isn’t she—?”

“Dead? She is. But I hear her…” He stopped when he saw Nameless’s frown of concern. “Look, I know I ain’t mad, so go with me on this. Kadee’s on Thanatos. I would’ve gone there before, but I had no idea how to find it. The Archon was supposed to tell me, only—”

“Only, you killed him,” Nameless said. “Not that I blame you. The shogger had it coming.”

“But you can get us there?” Shadrak asked.

Abednego smiled that he could.

“And move the people again?” Cordy said. “Because, even if the dwarf lords survived, and even if they agreed to come back, there’s still the mother of all dragons up there. Having some fancy title isn’t going to stop their arses from being roasted.”

Abednego waved her quiet. “The little the Sedition have gleaned about Thanatos makes it clear your people would not last two minutes there. It is a world where everything is anathema to life: plagues, insects, plants… harvesters.” He shot a look at Shadrak. “You met one, I understand, in Jeridium, and later in the roots of the Mountain of Ocras.”

“Mephesch tell you that?” Shadrak said.

Mephesch was the leader of the Sedition. Nameless knew him from his visits to Sektis Gandaw’s mountain to be tube fed by the philosopher Aristodeus. That all seemed so long ago now.

Abednego nodded. “He described a slender black figure with elongated fingers and no facial features. It was fast, I hear. Impossibly fast. Membranes beneath its arms that enabled it to glide. By all accounts, you were lucky to survive.”

“It wasn’t just luck,” Shadrak said.

Nameless said nothing. He knew how much the creature had disturbed Shadrak. The assassin had been shocked at how perfect a killer it was. But Shadrak was right, though: luck may have played a major part, but it was still skill that had won the day. Skill, and instincts as keen as a razor’s edge.

“So, what’s the point?” Cordy said. “If we can’t survive on Thanatos, what makes you think—?”

“The dwarf lords could have survived,” Abednego said. “And still might. You forget, they were dreamed by the Daeg to stand against the worst of the nightmares. There are none tougher.” He looked pointedly at Nameless. “And some have the blood of heroes.”

“The blood of the Exalted?” Cordy asked.

Nameless felt himself blush at that, but he recovered with a grin and a flex of his biceps. It’s why the Axe of the Dwarf Lords accepted him, and no other dwarf he’d met could touch her.

Abednego nodded. “The elite among the dwarf lords. King’s blood, they used to call it.”

“So, laddie,” Nameless said, hefting Paxy to his shoulder, “you want me to bring them back? Have them wage war on this wee dragon thingy?”

“If they’ll come,” Abednego said. “Because, if any of them survived, if they continued to breed, who’s to say how a world like Thanatos could change a people?”

Nameless turned to Cordy. “Anything has to be better than waiting around for the shields to fail and the water to come crashing in.”

“Sounds a half-arsed plan to me,” Shadrak said. “I mean, even if you get them to come here, what makes you think they can do anything against that monster?”

Nameless had a sudden flash of intuition. “Lord Kennick Barg. Rugbeard once told me the story.”

Abednego clapped his hands. “Exactly!”

“Although, that was a red wyrm,” Nameless said. “And it only had one head.”

“Well?” Cordy said, turning up her palms and raising her eyebrows.

“The dwarf lords of Arnoch used to patrol the skies in giant balloons,” Abednego said. “They were filled with gas that was lighter than air. Only trouble was, one lick of flame and the gas would go up, boom! Even the dragon guns on the walls were no match for this particular wyrm, and so Lord Kennick Barg—”

“He went up in a balloon to face it,” Nameless said. It was hard to suppress the swell of pride he felt in telling the tale. “The wyrm turned its flaming breath on him, and the balloon exploded, taking the dragon and Lord Kennick with it.”

“And that’s your plan?” Cordy said.

One of the councilors—he must have been newly appointed, because Nameless didn’t recognize him—said, “Not so fast, now. We still haven’t discussed—”

Cordy silenced him with a snap of her fingers.

Shadrak chuckled. “Reckon you twats need a new form of government.”

“You don’t say, laddie,” Nameless said.

Cordy fixed them both with a withering stare.

“Well, it’s part of a plan,” Abednego said. “I found some sort of balloon in the central tower. It’s massive, over four hundred feet long, and built around a framework of steel. It has some sort of propulsion system that my people say is so ancient, even they cannot fathom it fully. The turret atop the tower opens like a flower’s petals. I think it must have been some kind of hangar. If we could get the balloon working, and if we could find some gas to fill it… If we could steer it… If we could create a diversion so the balloon could get far enough away not to catch Arnoch in the blast… If we could get all five of the dragon’s heads to converge on it at the same time…”

“That’s a lot of ifs, laddie,” Nameless said.

“Well, it’s better than none,” Weasel said. “I mean, I’d at least give you odds on it, as opposed to the certain death of everyone in the city if we do nothing.”

Cordy glared for a moment, before she said, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Weasel is right.”

“In that case,” Weasel said, producing a notepad and a pencil, “who’s game? I’ll give you a thousand-to-one against.”

“I object,” one of the councilors said, dismissing Weasel’s attempts at cashing in on the crisis with a shake of his head. A chorus of agreement went up from the others.

“Well, I don’t,” Cordy said.

“Then, you are nothing but a dictator,” a runt of a dwarf with a nasally voice said. It was Nip Garnil, Nameless was sure of it: older and thinner, but definitely him.

“If I am, you’ll be first for the chop,” Cordy said.

“See, see!” Garnil said, turning to his colleagues.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, stepping toward him. “Shut up.” He’d never liked Garnil. Never liked his pa, either.

Garnil started to protest, but the other councilors lowered their eyes like dutiful children.

“There’s a reason Arnoch used to have a king,” Abednego said with an exaggerated sigh.

“I vote we go,” Shadrak said. “So, don’t say I ain’t democratic.” The look on his face was anything but humorous. His eyes were bloody pools, seething with determination. He meant to see this through, whatever it took. Not on account of the dwarves, either. This was all to do with his foster mother. Something had awakened in the assassin, and it was as troubling as it was surprising. “Given I lost my lore craft bringing Nameless here, I don’t reckon you can refuse me.”

“I don’t see there’s much choice,” Cordy conceded.

The councilors started to jabber again, but she raised her voice. “There is no choice.”

One of the soldiers advanced a couple of steps. “My Lady Voice…”

“Kal?” Nameless said. “Kaldwyn Gray?”

Kal acknowledged him with a nod, then said to Cordy, “The Red Cloaks are with you.”

Horrified looks passed between the councilors, but Cordy held up a hand.

“We’re all in this together, Councilors. In times of crisis, difficult decisions need to be made, and made fast. Forgive me if I screw up, but right now, we must act, if there’s to be any hope of survival.”

“My Lady Voice,” Abednego said, “I will need a team to repair the balloon.”

“Cut the arse licking, Abednego,” Cordy said with a huff. “The title sounds sarcastic coming from your lips.” Nevertheless, she apparently concurred. She jabbed a finger at Councilor Winso. “Get it organized.”

Winso flicked looks left and right at his colleagues, then nodded his compliance.

“Three more days, you say?” Cordy asked Abednego. “Until the shields give way and we drown?”

“If that,” the faen said.

“Right, well, what are you waiting for? To the portal room. Now.”

“Uh hum,” Weasel said, holding out a hand, palm up.

“Ah, yes,” Abednego said. “I promised him payment for services rendered.”

“Did you now?” Cordy said.

“From King Arios’s coffers. I thought—”

“Leaving the city without permission is as serious an offense here as it was in Arx Gravis,” Cordy said, taking in the other councilors. “Until we get around to changing the law.”

“I’m good, I’m good,” Weasel said. “What I did was for the sake of Arnoch. I don’t expect to be paid for it.” He flipped a gem into the air and caught it. It was the stone he’d taken from Quilth’s staff. Somehow, he’d stolen it back from Shadrak.

Weasel ambled off through the soldiers, whistling and tossing the gem as he went.

“Heh!” Shadrak growled, only just cottoning on.

Nameless draped an arm over the assassin’s shoulders. “You live and learn, eh, laddie? There’s none shiftier than Weasel, not even a faen.”

Shadrak seethed and shook his head, but then he chuckled, and Nameless laughed with him.

Abednego led the way through the open double doors into the throne room.

The forest of fluted columns that supported the vaulted ceiling had been meticulously restored. The dais rising like an island at the room’s center had a new throne at its summit, an intricate amalgam of granite and gold. It stood vacant, awaiting a king to fill it.

That had been the plan in the aftermath of the victory over the Lich Lord: to restore the monarchy to Arnoch. The Council had offered the crown to Nameless in gratitude and restitution, but he’d known they were acting emotionally, given all they’d been through. And besides, what would he want with a citadel to rule? He’d sooner take a tavern and a gym any time.

Three arches opened onto torchlit corridors outside the throne room. Each had a single guard, the best that could be done, considering the dwarves’ decimated numbers since the massacre at Arx Gravis.

The councilors and soldiers followed behind, but when Abednego opened a concealed panel in the rear wall, Cordy told the bulk of them to wait outside, and only Kaldwyn Gray and one other followed them through, a soldier with a mace and a shield as big as a dwarf was tall.

“Duck!” Nameless gripped him by the wrist.

Playing along with the old joke, the dwarf hefted his massive mace and dipped at the knees. But it was a name, not an action. Or, at least, it had become a name. Shog knows what his parents had called him.

“It’s Grimwart now,” Duck said. “Svark Togal Grimwart.”

“I prefer Duck.” Nameless did his best not to show it, but it felt like a slap in the face. More than that, he felt something of infinite value had been lost, discarded in favor of… “Svark, you say, laddie?”

Duck was armored in bands of ocras, which Nameless had not seen since his Ravine Guard days, and then only worn by the Svarks, the Council’s secret service.

As if waking from a daze, Nameless clapped eyes on the black cloak Duck wore. Not Duck, he reminded himself. He was starting to see it now: Svark Grimwart. Clearly, he’d gone up in the world since his valiant fight against Blightey’s feeders. Or down, depending on how you looked at it.

Trying to suppress the hint of trepidation he felt, Nameless said, “Well, whatever we’re to call you, it’s good to see you again.”

“You, too, Nameless,” Grimwart said, clapping him on the back. “You, too.”

 

 

 




ELEVEN

Abednego led them down flight after flight of stairs and along twisting passages that would have made the interior of the lore craft seem like the straight and sure path to the Wayist afterlife, if you believed in such things.

Thought of the lore craft reminded Shadrak of what he’d lost. No more skulking about beneath cities, emerging when and where he liked to get a job done, and then slinking away again, unseen.

But every step they took was a step closer to Kadee. Her tanned and wizened face floated just behind his eyes—not the vision that haunted him whenever he did anything wrong; a memory this time, full of fondness and longing. Was it possible she still existed, in spite of what he’d seen? In spite of her wasting away before his eyes? He’d scattered her ashes himself, and yet the Archon had promised she had survived death and was waiting for him on Thanatos.

He couldn’t begin to guess how that was possible. But for all his faults, the Archon hadn’t been a liar. Manipulative, maybe, and almost god-like in his powers, but Shadrak had observed nothing to make him doubt the Supernal Being’s integrity. And he’d not only seen Kadee, heard her in his mind; he’d interacted with her, asked questions and received answers.

Nameless walked a few paces ahead of him, flanked by the two soldiers he’d apparently known, one in a red cloak, one in black. The Black Cloak had a mace you could brain a giant with, and a big shield, but he seemed amiable enough, and kept trying to joke with Nameless.

Nameless, though, had eyes only for Cordy, the white-robed Voice of the Council. After everything Nameless had done to her and her family, after nearly wiping out their entire race, she still hovered over him like a protective mother. No, more than that, Shadrak realized: she was sweet on him. Thinking about it made him want to vomit. Not just the fact of the tragic history between the two, but the thought of their beards getting tangled up when they kissed. You had to wonder if she had a hairy chest and nipples, too.

The husk girl clung to Nameless like a shadow. It might have been that she feared being displaced now Nameless had Cordy to think about. Whatever the case, she clearly preferred the dwarf’s proximity to Shadrak’s. He couldn’t say he blamed her. He’d almost sold her to Master Quilth.

But he hadn’t forgotten what Abednego said about her still growing, maturing into… into what? From what Shadrak had seen, she was inhumanly strong, and she’d walked through the blaze of dragon breath as if she were out for a gentle stroll. He’d have to keep a close eye on her, that’s for sure. First hint of danger, and she’d better hope she was as immune to a bullet through the head as she was dragon fire.

Abednego was in hushed conversation with Cordy: something about his people—the Sedition—reporting a disturbance in Aranuin, the underground realm of the faen. Shadrak heard mention of the Daeg, the dog-headed ape credited with dreaming the world of Aosia into existence. Its dreams had worsened, from what he could make out, and the five-headed dragon was the result. More than that, something had frightened the Daeg badly. The word that stood out for Shadrak, though, was “purposefully.” Abednego suspected the dwarves were being targeted.

The soldiers exchanged looks, but Nameless seemed deaf to what was being said, lost in his own world. At first, Shadrak thought the dwarf had fallen into one of his depressions, but then he noticed the way Nameless’s fingers clenched and unclenched around the haft of his axe; the way he kept stealing looks at Cordy then lowering his eyes.

“Who would want to target us?” Cordy said, but Abednego merely shrugged and gestured with a hand that they’d arrived.

The faen led them down a flight of worn and pitted steps, through a creaking door, and into a vast oval chamber.

The central floor space was taken up by an arch made from ocras. The dark ore’s green veins had been carved into glyphs and sigils that shimmered in a repeating sequence. Above the arch, a metal ring held a circle of crystal spheres that winked on and off, one after another, dappling the floor with shifting splotches of violet light. Ozone was heavy in the air, and the hairs on Shadrak’s arms stood up on end.

“There’s usually a corresponding portal at the destination site,” Abednego said.

“Usually?” Cordy folded her arms beneath her breasts and glowered.

“Has to be,” Abednego said. “This is faen lore, and I’ve never seen one without its twin at the point of arrival.”

“So,” Shadrak said, “faen have been there before?”

Abednego shifted uneasily; tried to disguise it with a frown and a shrug.

“To Thanatos,” Shadrak pressed on. “Someone had to place the twin portal there, am I right? Which tells me you scuts must have found some way to travel there before. I’m guessing a lore craft.”

“There are legends among the lore masters…” Abednego said hesitantly.

“And that thing that attacked me in Jeridium,” Shadrak said. “The harvester. How’d that come to be there?”

“The creature you killed beneath the Mountain of Ocras?” Nameless said. “I assumed it was Sektis Gandaw’s.”

Abednego sighed and puffed out his cheeks. “All right, I admit it. My people have been to Thanatos. I meant what I said about the legends of the lore masters. No one seems to know exactly when or why the portal was built there, but Mephesch did tell me about Gandaw’s harvester. The Mad Sorcerer used faen in lore crafts to bring specimens back from other worlds. Apparently, they knew the way to Thanatos, even though it didn’t register on Gandaw’s map of the cosmos.”

“Have you tested it, laddie?” Nameless said, making a slow circle of the arch and patting down his beard where it stood on end.

“Kind of,” Abednego said. “By chance, a couple of days ago.”

Cordy glared at him, prompting him to go on.

“A baresark, badly injured in a circle fight. Wanted to make himself useful…”

“So, you sent him through?” Shadrak said. He had to admit, he’d have done the same thing himself. If the scut was so badly hurt he could no longer fight, it made him expendable, at least to his way of thinking.

“You what?” Cordy said.

“And he didn’t come back, I suppose,” Nameless said.

Abednego grimaced. “Could be any number of reasons why. The fact is, he was under the arch one minute and gone the next.”

“Well, that’s reassuring,” Nameless said.

The two soldiers exchanged worried glances.

“You’re not going through that thing,” Cordy said to Nameless. “No shogging way.”

“What I want to know,” Nameless said, “is how we get back.”

“The dwarf lords must have had a keystone,” Abednego said. He indicated a luminescent hexagon of rock at the apex of the arch. He pulled it free, and the circle of lights went out. At the same time, the ocras glyphs lost their shimmer. A shallow indentation indicated where the stone had been.

“It’s common knowledge the faen had a hand in the building of Arnoch,” Abednego went on. “The stonework is dwarven, without a shadow of a doubt, but the city is riddled with faen lore. How do you think it’s able to sink like this, for one thing? It stands to reason the faen must have let the dwarves in on the secret of portal travel to Thanatos, otherwise, how would King Arios have known to send his people there?”

“So,” Shadrak said, “if the dwarf lords never made it to Thanatos, or if they died out, or if they ain’t exactly pleased to see us, we’re up shit creek, is that what you’re saying?”

Abednego winced.

“And what if they simply mislaid the keystone?” Cordy said. “No, I’m sorry, Abednego. Nice idea, but… No, not a nice idea. It’s the most idiotic shogging plan I’ve ever heard.”

“Save for Old Moary’s proposal for the medicinal use of Ironbelly’s,” Nameless said.

Cordy snorted out a laugh but quickly caught herself. This was no time for jokes.

“But what’s the alternative?” Nameless asked. “Just wait here until the shields collapse? Rise to the surface and be consumed by dragon breath?”

“You are not going—” Cordy started, but Nameless drew her into a fierce kiss.

The soldiers both looked away. Shadrak screwed his face up and swallowed down bile. Abednego, on the other hand, had a sparkle in his eyes and the touch of a smile on his lips.

Cordy flapped her hands uselessly for a few seconds, then used them to shove Nameless off.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m sorry,” Nameless said. “I thought… I mean…” He visibly wilted and turned his back on her. “Forgive me. I was wrong. What happened in the past… It can’t go away.”

Cordy laid a hand on his shoulder. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “It can, you silly shogger. It has gone. I forgave you a long time ago. Every day, we start afresh, with a clean slate.”

Nameless turned back to face her, and she slapped him so hard Shadrak thought she might have broken his jaw. If he felt it, though, Nameless didn’t let on. He tenderly touched the spot, as if she’d just planted a kiss there.

“That’s for being right,” Cordy said.

“Right?”

“There is no other choice. Gods of Arnoch, I’d give anything if there were.”

“So, we’re still going, then?” Shadrak said. He wasn’t exactly happy about it. The whole thing reeked of poor planning, or no planning at all. They could simply disappear into the Void, for all he knew. Or get to Thanatos, only to find there was no way back. But Kadee could still be there, and he’d risk anything to see her again. He’d always wished for one more chance to tell her what he’d been unable to while she still lived. One more chance to embrace, to thank her for raising him when no one else would.

“Just you bring him back,” Cordy said, eyes still locked to Nameless’s.

“Cordy,” Nameless said, “do you think—”

She pressed a finger to his lips. “When you get back. We’ll talk about it when you get back.”

A single tear rolled from the corner of Nameless’s eye, and Cordy wiped it for him. Her breast heaved as she drew in a deep breath, and then she wrenched herself away.

“Everyone stand beneath the arch,” Abednego said. He held up the keystone and waited for them to get into position.

“What about the girl?” Shadrak said.

Before anyone could reply, the husk girl grabbed Nameless’s hand and pressed in close to his side. Her eyes were still blank as a pituri smoker’s, but it seemed she’d made her choice. From what Shadrak had seen of her strength, there was precious little chance of prying her away from Nameless and leaving her behind, even if the dwarves would have her.

Cordy kept the Black Cloak back and whispered in his ear. He glanced at Nameless then nodded. Nameless didn’t seem to have noticed, but Shadrak did.

Then, they were all in place, and Abednego inserted the keystone.

Lightning arced around them, and the glyphs carved into the ocras flared emerald. The stench of hot metal filled Shadrak’s nostrils, the room tilted, and a curtain of fog closed over him.

 

 

 




TWELVE

Nameless shivered. It was a cold he’d never felt before, right down to the marrow. The husk girl’s grip on his hand was an anchor holding him in place, somehow keeping him together. Droning filled the space between his ears, and tiny shocks exploded all over his skin. Waves of sickness slopped up and down from his guts to his head. It was the portal, the effects of the transition.

He took a deep breath, but the air was stultifying and tinged with rot. Shallow sniffs through his nose was all he could manage.

Someone vomited. He opened his eyes to make sure none of it got on his boots. Just doing so made him swoon and stagger. The ground squelched beneath him. Water or mud came up to his ankles.

It was dark, but after a couple of blinks, he could see. Skies as grey as iron came into focus above a stark landscape of silhouetted trees and the distant saw-tooth peaks of dark mountains. His eyes adjusted again, and he saw that the trees weren’t silhouettes: they were black as coal; might even have been formed from coal, judging by the rough texture of their bark.

The arch stood on swampy ground in a wide clearing. Hanging from the limbs of the closest trees were braided wreaths of dried flowers the color of bruises. Someone must have made them. Someone must have left them there for a reason.

Grimwart was on his knees, coughing up his gorge. Kal was flat on his back beside him, while Shadrak had his hood up and was inspecting the arch they had appeared beneath, as if he made this kind of trip all the time. Maybe it was in the blood: he was a faen, after all.

The coldness left Nameless’s bones as quickly as it came. Bit by bit, he was feeling himself again, as if he’d been stitched back together after being ripped into a thousand pieces.

The husk girl holding his hand glanced about with shimmering blue eyes, but even as he watched, they faded, until they were once more dull and lifeless.

“You want to lay off the booze, laddie,” Nameless said to Grimwart, clapping him on the shoulder.

The Svark grunted something that was probably best left incoherent. He wiped his mouth with the arm holding his shield and lurched to his feet, using his mace for support.

“Shog,” Grimwart said, swiping at the leg of his britches with his free hand. “There’s something on me.”

Whatever it was dropped off and hit the ground with a plop. Grimwart sloshed his way out of the depression the arch stood within and crested a low bank.

“What?” Shadrak said, already padding up to stand beside him. “What was it?”

Nameless led the husk girl away from the boggy ground. There was something dark clinging to his boot. He jabbed it with his axe haft, and it burst apart.

“What about Kal?” Grimwart said.

“Stay here.” Nameless let go of the girl’s hand and trudged back down.

Black shapes, broad and slug-like, sloughed away from Kal’s prone body as Nameless dragged him up the bank. The minute he set Kal down, he knelt to examine him. He’d at least expected a moan or a sigh, but the soldier had made no sound.

He held a couple of fingers to Kal’s neck, straining to feel a pulse.

“Shog’s that?” Shadrak said.

Nameless suppressed the urge to yell for quiet and followed the midget’s gaze while still concentrating on Kal.

A dark orb hung above them in the crepuscular sky. At first, he thought it was a black hole, but then he noticed wisps of darkness around the circumference.

“Is that the sun?” Grimwart said.

Nameless still felt no pulse from Kal. He bent his ear to Kal’s mouth, listened for a breath. Nothing.

“Let me,” Shadrak said.

Nameless made room for him.

“Dead.” Shadrak suddenly stiffened and slipped a blade from his baldric. He stabbed down and skewered a black shape that was writhing on Kal’s britches above the shin. There was a hole in the fabric, and a livid mark surrounding a Y-shaped incision where the creature had latched on.

“Shog,” Nameless breathed.

“Poison,” Shadrak said, already stepping away from the body. “Scutting thing burned through his britches. Must be some kind of acid.”

Nameless patted himself down in case any of the things had gotten on him.

The husk girl was staring at the tree line that marked the start of the forest. There was a body there, slumped against a trunk. Not a body: a skeleton, every last scrap of flesh cleaned from the bone. The skeleton of a dwarf. The way it was positioned, face toward the trees, it gave the impression of trying to reach the forest.

Shadrak scuttled over to investigate.

Nameless was too stunned to move.

Kal.

Kal was dead, and they’d barely set foot in this world. Where was the sense to it? The reason?

He’d known Kal since his Ravine Guard days; even lifted weights with him, until they’d fallen out. Well, not fallen out, strictly: Kal had been as horrified as the rest of the dwarves by what Nameless had become; what the black axe had made him do. They’d fought together against the Lich Lord, though, and that had gone some way to repairing their lost friendship.

But now Kal was gone. Swift as an arrow, sudden as a knife in the dark. Dead. As if his life didn’t matter.

“Fractured skull,” Shadrak said, bending over the dwarf skeleton. “Arm’s broken at the elbow, and a couple of teeth are missing. None of it recent, either.”

“The baresark?” Grimwart said. “Abednego said he was injured in a circle fight.”

The husk girl stroked along the length of Nameless’s arm. He wrenched his gaze from Kal’s lifeless body to look her in the eye. She remained impassive, lost in a world of her own; but she’d communicated something with her touch. She’d communicated that she cared. Whether about Kal’s meaningless death or Nameless’s grief, he couldn’t tell. Perhaps it was both. Then again, he thought, letting go her hand and moving to stand behind Shadrak, maybe he was just reading things into her actions he wanted to believe.

“So, this is the poor shogger old shifty sent through,” he said. “What do you suppose killed him?”

“Not the broken bones, that’s for sure.” Shadrak reached in among the exposed roots of the tree and pulled out a pair of mud-spattered britches. They were covered in desiccated leeches, and they were ripped open down the front. “Got his pants off in a hurry, by the looks of it.” Shadrak turned the britches over and scrutinized them. “No holes in the material. He reacted fast.”

“That’s baresarks for you,” Grimwart said.

Nameless grunted his agreement. The wild dwarves possessed instincts akin to those of animals. They were creatures of violent action who seldom took the time to think.

“So, his injuries didn’t kill him,” Nameless said. “And neither did the leeches. So, what…?”

Shadrak dropped the britches and made a clicking sound with his tongue against his palate. He put a fist to his mouth and chewed on his knuckle, pink eyes rolling while he considered all the possibilities. Nameless had seen him do the same thing a hundred times, piecing together all the snippets of information before him, weighing the possibilities and rejecting the impossible and the improbable in favor of the most likely.

“You have to ask, what could have flayed the flesh from his bones in so short a time?” the assassin said, more to himself than anyone else. He looked out into the charcoal trees of the forest.

Nameless felt the crawl of a thousand insects on his skin. He knew it was just dread, the fear of the unknown, but he still had to check to make sure. After what had happened to Kal, he didn’t want to be taking any chances.

“Well, I don’t see anything,” Grimwart said. “Probably long gone.”

Shadrak stood and swirled his cloak about him. He pulled up the hood and gazed out toward the distant mountains.

The husk girl once more drifted to Nameless’s side. Her vacant eyes reflected the drab grey of the skies, her pupils like imitations of the black sun overhead.

“Make for the mountains?” Nameless said. Besides the forest, they were the only landmark he could see. “If I know dwarves, that’s where they’ll be.”

“Just need to make sure we can find our way back,” Grimwart said, indicating the arch.

Shadrak tapped his temple. “All in here, so no need to worry on that account.”

Grimwart frowned, but Nameless explained, “Perfect memory. Except when it’s his turn to buy a drink.”

“We’re wasting time,” Shadrak said. He started between two trees in the direction of the mountains.

The assassin was right. The dwarves of Arnoch had three days at most, probably less. But Nameless knew Shadrak better than that. His urgency was more to do with self-preservation; not wanting to end up like Kal and the baresark. That, and he needed to find out the truth: discover for himself whether his foster mother really was here, although in what manner, considering she’d died on Aosia, Nameless couldn’t begin to guess.

A rustle of leaves came from the treetops above Shadrak. The limbs were mostly bare, save for the creepers entwining them. Shadrak half-turned, but the rustle died as soon as he did. Nameless took a step toward the assassin, eyes welded to the creepers. He was sure they had moved. The husk girl gripped his hand tighter.

Grimwart backed into him, gaze roving over the arch and the forest behind. “I don’t like it,” he said. “The trees are watching us.”

“Shog you talking about?” Shadrak said, drawing a gun and panning it around the clearing.

A whiplash sounded from above the assassin. He spun, raised his gun, just as a thorny vine lashed at his face. He dived and tumbled, but already, three more creepers were streaming down from the treetops. One darted for his head, but Shadrak rolled out of the way, and rolled again as another struck like a serpent.

Nameless started toward him, but the husk girl held him back. He tried breaking her grip on his hand, but it was like a vise.

Shadrak flipped to his feet then swayed aside from the third creeper’s attack. The other two coiled in the air then launched themselves at him. This time, Shadrak backflipped out of the way. He holstered his flintlock and pulled an exploding glass sphere from a belt pouch. Nameless had seen him use them before, knew just how devastating they were.

“Lassie,” Nameless growled at the girl. “Let me go.”

Leaves rustled above him, and he ducked on instinct as a creeper lashed toward him. The husk girl pulled him into an embrace, and the vine recoiled, swaying in midair before retracting and wrapping itself once more around a high branch.

But Shadrak was still under attack. He backed away from the three vines pursuing him, holding the glass sphere aloft, eyes flicking left and right, gauging the best target.

Grimwart ran to the assassin’s aid, and as the creepers struck again, he brought his shield between them and Shadrak and crouched down behind it. Three sharp clinks sounded as the creepers hit steel. Their tips had sprouted circular maws ringed with needles dripping venom. The creepers recoiled, then swayed away, one to the left, one to the right, the other rising above the top of the shield. They bobbed as if conferring and then swooped in unison.

A sharp rattle came from behind Shadrak and Grimwart, and the creepers instantly withdrew. The rattle sounded again, this time rhythmically, and the vines whipped back to their branches.

A woman stepped from the trees, a gourd in one hand. Each time she shook it, a percussive rasp punctuated the air. She was lithe and tanned, her modesty protected by strips of animal hide. Her long black hair was braided and crusted with crystal beads. She had a broad face with high cheekbones and eyes like a doe’s. Her skin was streaked with white lines—some sort of paint or paste. The effect was macabre, menacing, but at the same time, she was undeniably beautiful—for a human.

Shadrak whirled to face her, still clutching his glass sphere. Grimwart stood and moved to one side, covering his body with his shield. His mace hung limply in his hand, but Nameless could see he was tense, ready to fight.

The husk girl released Nameless from her embrace. He was suddenly struck by the scent of her: roses mingled with something else… Frankincense?

The woman with the gourd took faltering steps toward Shadrak. As he backed away, she lowered her rattle, and her brown eyes glistened with moisture.

“Fellah,” she said in a voice trembling with emotion. “You came.”

“Kadee?” Shadrak said. “Mom?”

 

 

 




THIRTEEN

The woman standing before Shadrak wasn’t his foster mother. She couldn’t have been. Kadee was old and wrinkly. Had been ever since he could remember, and Shadrak’s memory was faultless. Even when he was a child, she’d been ancient. If anyone else had said it, he’d have poked their eyes out, but Kadee had been a crone. This woman, though, she was… She was anything but.

With the hand holding the gourd hanging at her side, she raised the other, fingers splayed, and took a tentative step toward him.

“Shadrak,” she said. It was the same Aculi accent as Kadee’s, but it lacked the rasp of old age. “My boy. My fellah.”

He drew a flintlock and leveled it at her.

Nameless breathed, “Laddie?” but Shadrak waved him back.

“You don’t know me, fellah?” the woman claiming to be Kadee said. “You don’t recognize me?”

Shadrak’s temple began to throb. He touched a hand to it, felt the ridge of a pulsing vein.

She couldn’t be Kadee, and she couldn’t be an illusion, either. He’d never seen her young like this, so why would his mind construct such an image? And not only that, but clearly Nameless and Grimwart could see her, too. He wasn’t so sure about the husk girl; she was back to being as vacant as the Void.

Whatever the case, it made no sense seeing Kadee at all, old or young. He’d scattered her remains on the banks of the Navenna River in Vanatus. If she still existed after that, like the Archon had claimed, it stood to reason she might not look the same as before. Though, she was the same height, if you allowed for a stoop. The cheekbones were as he remembered; even the girth of her wrists and ankles. All so familiar.

But Kadee’s body was gone. You couldn’t burn a thing to ashes only to have it appear younger and better than before. He hadn’t dared to imagine what he might find here on Thanatos. A ghost, perhaps. A phantom of his own making. But not this.

“You never saw me when I was young,” she said. She might have been echoing his thoughts. The look in her eyes said she was trying to assuage his doubts. “I was an old woman when the snake-god brought you to me.”

That much was true, and there weren’t too many who knew.

Shadrak wagged the flintlock at her. His arm trembled. “Mamba?” The snake-headed hybrid had carried him from the lore craft as a baby. “Kadee never spoke about it.”

Sadness entered her eyes. The hint of a smile curled one side of her mouth, but the other resisted. “I wanted you to belong. Wanted you to feel you were mine.”

“I did…” He stopped himself and backed away. “No, I’m not falling for this.”

And yet a part of him already had. He wanted to avert his gaze, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her lithe figure. Not just lithe: toned and sharply muscled. Every limb, every contour, harmoniously balanced. Exquisite. And her breasts beneath the animal hide: full and firm; her waist slender and ridged with abdominals. She was too perfect.

Finally, he looked away. He didn’t like the way it made him feel. Not if there was any chance this really was his foster mother.

“I died, little fellah,” she said, advancing.

Shadrak willed himself to keep retreating, but his legs didn’t respond. The flintlock shook so much in his hand, he could no longer hold it level.

She took another step. “What you saw back then, what you suffered, it was true. And this is true now.”

One more step, and she clasped the barrel of the flintlock between thumb and forefinger, gently angled it away.

“We all appear in the Forest of Lost Souls in bodies like this: at our peak, only better.”

Forest of Lost Souls? That certainly had the feel of Kadee about it; the sort of superstitious nonsense that went with her fanciful beliefs. One thing Shadrak had never grown used to was all her Aculi mumbo jumbo, but he’d indulged her because of what she’d done for him; who she was.

“I never had such strength, even when I was young and a huntress,” she said. “Some of my tribe were soft and flabby during their lifetimes; others suffered deformities, missing limbs; but not here. Not on Thanatos.”

“Tribe?” Nameless said. “More of your people are here?”

Her eyes flicked to the dwarf but instantly returned to Shadrak. “Not Aculi. At least, not all. Most of us are strangers when we arrive, but we have formed a community, the better to survive.”

Grimwart spoke from behind Shadrak. “Survive? You mean the dead can still die?”

“Look around you,” she said, indicating the trees. “This fate awaits those who are taken.”

Shadrak stared hard at a charcoal trunk. Anywhere was better than looking at her beauty. Even with the white streaks across her skin that gave her the appearance of undeath, he found her disturbingly arousing. “Are you saying they turn into trees?” he said, his voice thick and throaty.

She nodded. “Those that are fed to Thanatos. But by their second death, they further our protection, for the soul-stealers cannot enter the forest. A new tree grows each time a soul is taken. It is the last service of the lost, their final gift to us.”

The husk girl glided into Shadrak’s peripheral vision. He turned with a start. He’d forgotten she was there. The woman who said she was Kadee looked from Shadrak to the girl. Her eyes widened, and she tilted her head toward one shoulder, smiling with unforced warmth. It was the same way she’d looked at Shadrak as a child. The same way she’d looked at him as an adult, too, when she’d known what he did for a living and disapproved, but still couldn’t help loving him all the same. To Shadrak’s surprise, the husk girl returned her smile.

“Kadee,” someone called from farther back in the forest.

Hearing the name spoken aloud by another person was a hammer blow to Shadrak’s chest. His heart beat a sloshing rhythm in his ears.

The woman who couldn’t possibly be Kadee touched her fingertips to his face, let the contact linger as a solitary tear tracked down her cheek. She slid her hand to his chin, tilted it, then leaned in and pressed her lips to his forehead, the way Kadee had done every day she’d still been with him.

Shadrak shuddered and gasped, choked back tears of his own. No amount of words could have swayed him. Reason could never have convinced him this was true. But those two simple touches had. He saw the glimmer of relief in her eyes, the gratitude that her deepest wish had been realized. And then her head jerked up and she craned her neck to look behind.

A man stepped between two trees. He was barrel-chested, yet lean with it. His hair was blond and cut short. He was tanned, but not the same shade as Kadee. His skin was more bronzed, and he wore leggings made from the hide of some grey-scaled beast.

The newcomer frowned as he took in the group. He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at Kadee. “They are not dead?”

She smiled at Shadrak when she answered, “Just like the Warlord.”

The man pursed his lips and slowly nodded. Behind him, more people came into view through the trees. All were perfectly proportioned and well muscled. Most wore animal skins, but some were naked and showed no sign of self-consciousness. There must have been upward of twenty, and behind them Shadrak glimpsed more movement.

“This is Tarik,” Kadee said. It was getting hard not to think of her that way. “And this is my tribe.” She swept out an arm to encompass the others. “We are the homeless dead. The doors of the afterlife are closed to us. Or rather, as Tarik believes, our souls were intercepted before they could make it through the Void to the Supernal Realm.”

“Thanatos is a scavenger of souls,” Tarik said. “The planet itself is alive, and hungry. It is a planet of death to the living, and a world that thrives on the souls of those already dead. One has to wonder why anyone who still draws breath would choose to come here.” He looked to Nameless, then Grimwart, and finally Shadrak; but before any of them could answer, Kadee spoke.

“Because the heart leads where the head would dare not go.” She fixed her gaze on Shadrak, and a smile played upon her lips. Her chin trembled. New tears glistened in her eyes. “I knew you would come.”

“Well—” Nameless started, but Tarik cut him off.

“This is your boy, Kadee? The one you ceaselessly harp on about?”

She pressed her palm to Shadrak’s cheek, caressed his face with the tenderness he thought he’d never know again. He gently rested his hand on top of hers, held it there, not wanting to let it go.

Her eyes flicked to the husk girl, and she said, “See, Tarik. I told you he hadn’t sold her. He’s a good boy, really.” She smiled at Nameless. “And he has good friends.”

“But you can’t return with him,” Tarik said to Kadee. “Even if the arch would work for us, back home, we are dead. You would be a ghost, or nothing.”

A tear rolled languidly down Kadee’s cheek.

“I just wanted to see you again, little fellah; say the things I could not before.”

She’d said them, right enough. All throughout Shadrak’s life. What she must have meant was, she’d been unable to at the end. The cancer had hit her throat and rendered her mute. She hadn’t been able to console him as he watched her rot away.

“Me, too,” was all Shadrak could manage in reply. Fumbling like an amateur, he holstered the flintlock. But then he had to ask, “Your voice… your face in my head: you still looked old, but now—”

“It’s an effect of this place,” Tarik said. “Something about this forest. When the newly deceased arrive here, it is always in the semblance of youth and vitality.”

But that still didn’t explain—

“Outside of the forest it is different,” Kadee said. “Outside, we begin to age, and age quickly.”

“But the instant we return to the forest”—Tarik indicated his own perfect form—“it’s back to this.”

“In here, I could not reach you, fellah,” Kadee said. “Yet out there, creatures hunt us—specifically us, the dead of Aosia. I can never linger long, and my contact with you is so painfully brief. I miss you, fellah.”

Shadrak’s head was buzzing with half-formed thoughts, intertwined emotions. It was too much to take in. Too much to believe. But Kadee was looking at him like she expected an answer. All he could manage was, “And I miss you.”

The simple admission brought the burn of tears to his eyes; tears he refused to let fall, in case it weakened him before the others. Weakened him before Nameless.

“I’m sorry,” Tarik said. He dropped his gaze to his feet. “I don’t want to be the one to have to tell you, but what you want is impossible.”

“What I want?” Shadrak said. He unpeeled Kadee’s hand from his face but still held onto her fingertips. “How would you know what I want?”

“Coming to Thanatos will not bring Kadee back to you. All it will do is cost you your life, and the lives of your companions.”

“Really?” Shadrak said.

Kadee gripped his hand tighter, and he felt the sharp inhalation of her breath.

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” Nameless said.

Grimwart shouldered his mace and worked his arm from his shield straps, splaying and flexing his fingers, shaking out his wrist. His eyes were on the ground as he said, “And we already lost someone.”

“Lost?” Tarik said. “Someone with you died? After you arrived?”

“Kal.” Grimwart raised bleary eyes. “Kaldwyn Gray was his name. He was my friend.”

“Aye,” Nameless said. “Mine, too.”

Shadrak turned his head to the side and spat. Just doing so helped him to focus; helped him to clamp down on the boiling feelings threatening to undo him. “It was some sort of leech. It must’ve had one bitch of a poisonous bite.”

Kadee released his hand. She studied the change in his demeanor, appraised him with her eyes. “And the body is still there, outside the forest?”

Nameless nodded.

Tarik seemed to pick up on where this was going. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. When people started to emerge from the trees, he pointed at three of them in quick succession. “There’s a dead…”

“Dwarf,” Grimwart said. “He’s a dwarf.”

“Bring him here,” Tarik said. “Quickly, before the soul-stealers take him.”

“But the other one,” Nameless said. “The skeleton by the tree. The baresark,” he said to Shadrak. “The one Abednego sent through.”

Kadee shook her head. “It is not the body they come for, only that which hovers above it in the hours or days after death. If we get there first, we bring the body into the safety of the forest for burial and its soul follows. Soon after, it will inhabit a new body. We found him, this other, but it was already too late. A black tree marks his passing, if you would like to see it.”

“I never knew him,” Nameless said. “Duck? I mean, Grimwart?”

“Sorry to say, I don’t know any baresarks too well. Scare the shog out of me.”

“So,” Shadrak said, “these soul-stealers didn’t take his body; they just took his soul?”

“Spirit, soul,” Kadee said. “His essence.”

“So, who or what took his flesh?” Shadrak said. “Because he wasn’t exactly that far ahead of us”—a couple of days, Abednego had said—“and yet he was flayed right down to the bone.”

“Insects,” Tarik said. “Plants. Maybe even birds. That’s the nature of Thanatos. What I don’t understand is, why he would have come here in the first place, and why the rest of you would follow.”

“This is about the survival of our people,” Nameless said. “Our home. A creature came against us, a dragon so huge, nothing on Aosia could stand against it. But if we can find the dwarf lords…”

Something like a shadow bloomed in Kadee’s eyes. Her jaw dropped slightly, and the hint of a frown creased the perfection of her face. She was getting it all wrong.

“No, you don’t understand,” Shadrak said. “I was coming for you, as soon as I found a way.”

“But the Archon…” Kadee started. She’d been present in some manner he didn’t understand when the Supernal Being had told Shadrak he’d show him how to reach her again, but only on condition their contract was fulfilled.

“Dead,” Shadrak said. “And without him, I couldn’t find this place.” Before Kadee could ask him more about the Archon, and why Shadrak had jeopardized finding her by killing the scut, he rushed on. “But the dwarves could. There’s a portal, like the arch we came through, beneath their citadel of Arnoch. The two are connected somehow.”

Nameless nodded. “It’s how the dwarf lords of old came to Thanatos a very long time ago. We’ve come to find them.”

Kadee and Tarik exchanged looks.

“This we know somewhat of,” Tarik said. “The Warlord said as much when first he appeared. Though the portal he used was not beneath a citadel; indeed, it was not anywhere on Aosia.”

Behind Tarik, more people, all in their prime, spread out to watch what was happening. They each glowed with vitality, and their eyes sparkled in stark contrast to the bleakness all around.

Before Shadrak could ask about this Warlord, Tarik said, “I know of no dwarves, but I have hardly ever left the forest.” He inclined his head toward Kadee.

“After I first arrived here, I passed beyond the trees,” she said. “I did not want to accept my death, or my new life.” She touched a hand to her breast, as if to say she couldn’t stand what she’d become. “I wanted to find a way back, fellah. I wanted to see you again. I’ve since left the safety of this place many times. There are people between the Forest of Lost Souls and the black mountains: humans, but I’ve seen no people akin to these two.” She indicated Nameless and Grimwart. “They live in scattered villages around a vast circular plain,” Kadee continued. “All I know is that they lead a hard life, and must keep together to stay alive. They can grow nothing in this poisonous soil, and even if they could, it would likely kill them when they ate it.”

“So, how do they survive?” Grimwart asked. “Hunting?”

Kadee shook her head. “Anything big enough to eat would probably savage these people to death. They are not warriors or hunters. If anything, they are sheep.”

“Then how?” Nameless said.

“There is a city. Carts leave it now and again, bringing supplies to the villages, and though they need them in order to survive, the villagers also fear them. As with everything else on Thanatos, there is a price that must be paid. I never even glimpsed what goes on in the city. It is enclosed by walls as tall as the highest cliffs, and a death smoke hangs heavy above it.”

“Huh,” Shadrak said to Nameless. “What do you think? Could it be them?”

“Paxy?” Nameless said, lifting his axe. He furrowed his brow in concentration and bent an ear to the twin blades. “The dwarf lords were advanced, she says. They used the lore of the faen, some of it crude, some so complex it seemed like magic, but there was no such death smoke in Arnoch.” He lowered the axe.

“Doesn’t mean to say there isn’t now,” Grimwart said. “I mean, if they’ve been here all this time, they’d have to make the most of the local resources.”

Tarik shrugged. “If these dwarf lords were a developed race, they might have to start from scratch again on a world like this. Stands to reason their lore might turn out differently.”

“Well, if you ask me,” Nameless said, “this city seems as good a place as any to start.”

“Tarik—” Kadee said.

“No, Kadee. We nearly lost you last time.”

“I always made it as far as the villages.”

“But not the city, remember?” To Shadrak, Tarik said, “Soul-stealers came for her. Hundreds of them. If not for the Warlord’s intervention—”

“I would have made it back,” Kadee protested.

She wasn’t convinced. Shadrak could tell by the quiver of her bottom lip. It had been the same way when he was growing up, when she tried to reassure him they had enough food for the coming day. He’d cottoned on quick enough, though, and took it as a sign he needed to hit the streets and cut a few purse strings.

Kadee crouched down and banged her gourd against a tree root. Three more strikes, and it split open, spilling copper and silver coins to the ground. One of them might have been gold, but it was tarnished with age.

“City money,” she said, scooping them up in her hands. “We will need it there.”

“These soul-stealers,” Shadrak said, “is it only the dead they come for?”

“Kadee would put you all at risk,” Tarik said with a nod. “If you get in their way, they will kill you to reach her. And then they will kill you again and carry your souls to the black mountains, where Thanatos will feed on them.”

“How?” Nameless said. “How does it feed? I’m assuming it has a mouth? Teeth that can be broken?”

Kadee shook her head. “It is like the Kutji spirits my people are afraid of. Only, it is far greater.”

“And hungrier,” Tarik said. “The entire world is alive. It is sentient, and everything that lives on its surface, or beneath, is at its beck and call. Only the humans of the villages stand apart. Them, and our people, but we are just fodder. And this place”—he gestured to the trees—“for all its apparent safety, is no more than a larder, preserving us in prime condition, so that the instant we step outside, we are ripe for the picking.”

“Not the instant,” Kadee said. “The soul-stealers are slow to come.”

“But come they will,” Tarik said. “As certainly as death to the living.”

“Then you should stay here,” Shadrak said to Kadee.

“Not unless you do. I have waited a long time for you, fellah. There is much for us to say to each other.”

Shadrak looked at Nameless. The dwarf needed him, so he said. He was relying on Shadrak.

Nameless’s chest rose like a bellows, and he sucked in his top lip. His eyebrows went up as he sighed and did his best to smile. “You got us to Arnoch, laddie. I can’t ask more of you than that.”

Grimwart slid his arm through his shield straps and moved to Nameless’s side in a show of solidarity. The husk girl stepped closer to him, too, though her expression was inscrutable.

Shadrak felt his face tighten into a grimace. He looked at Kadee, down at his feet, to Nameless, and back to Kadee again. An easy smile raised her cheekbones even higher, and her eyes glinted, not with mischief, but with pride, as if she knew what he had to do and was pleased at how he’d turned out.

“You must go with your friend,” Kadee said, sparing him the choice. “And I will guide you.” Before Tarik could interrupt, she said, “Thanatos is a hostile world, but I learned much during my treks to the villages. If we move quickly,” she said, anticipating what Tarik was about to say next, “we may evade the soul-stealers, or at least get you to the city before they take me.”

“They’ll not take you,” Shadrak said, patting his flintlocks.

“No, they will not.” Nameless raised his axe, and beside him, Grimwart struck his shield with his mace, sending a resonant clang throughout the forest.

Tarik put a finger to his lips. “Beware. The soul-stealers never enter the forest, but there are other things out there. Creatures that hunt the living. These trees are no barrier to them.”

Grimwart gave a nervous cough and pink bloomed on his cheeks. He dipped his head and muttered an apology into his beard.

“You see, Tarik,” Kadee said, laying a hand on Shadrak’s shoulder, “I will be quite safe. I am but one elder among seven. You or Izan can lead till I return.”

“And what do you think will happen, Kadee, if you evade the soul-stealers yet you continue to age out there? What if you grow so old, you simply die again?”

She shrugged, as if to say, “I’m already dead.” Or maybe she meant she’d sooner be with Shadrak than confined eternally to the safety of the Forest of Lost Souls.

“Nameless!” a gruff voice called. “Grimwart!”

The people behind Tarik parted, and out of the trees stepped a dead dwarf: Kaldwyn Gray, naked as the day he was born, looking younger and stronger than he had in life. His beard was full and shiny and reached down to his waist, and he had muscles that made Nameless’s look small and unimpressive in comparison.

“Kal?” Nameless said, walking to meet him, leaving the husk girl standing alone, still as a statue.

Grimwart hung back, eyes wide, the pink fleeing his cheeks and leaving them washed-out.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, squeezing Kal’s biceps. “See. I told you my training would pay off.”

Kal laughed, but it was a hollow laugh. He looked around nervously, as if he hadn’t quite worked out where he was, what was going on. A couple of Kadee’s people followed close behind, hovering over him attentively, like parents watching their baby take its first toddling steps.

Plucking up his courage, Grimwart approached, and Kal threw out a thickly muscled arm to embrace him.

“I’m sorry, Kal,” Grimwart said with a sniffle. “If I’d been quicker to react…”

“Nothing you could have done,” Kal said. Then to Nameless, “Nothing any of you could have done.”

As the three dwarves talked in low voices, clapping each other on the back and occasionally breaking out in laughter that seemed engineered to disguise tears, Kadee conferred with Tarik and a group of five others. They all seemed anxious, and there was much shaking of heads. Once or twice, voices were raised, and Shadrak edged nearer. He needn’t have worried. Kadee had been able to handle herself in life, and she seemed equally adept at it in death. More so, with her newfound youth and muscle.

Shadrak heard his name mentioned and turned back to the dwarves. Kal nodded acknowledgment, but then his eyes flashed wide.

Instincts that had been honed from years of killing and avoiding being killed kicked in, and Shadrak dived. Wind whistled past his ear, and something silver thudded into the earth. He rolled to his feet and spun, at the same time drawing both flintlocks.

A dark shape detached itself from the high branches of a tree and glided toward him. Shadrak opened fire, moving away with every shot to put trees between him and whatever it was.

But he already knew from the frantic hammering of his heart, the icy chill that seeped into his limbs, slowing their movements, rapidly setting them like wax. It was the same as the creature that had attacked him in Jeridium: a harvester. Luck and the quick action born of panic had combined to save him that time, but you could only rely on them for so long.

Silver flashed from the creature’s harness as it touched down and stalked toward him. Sleek blades adorned its torso, and it was already reaching for two more with slender fingers. Besides the blades in its harness, it was completely black, with an elongated head devoid of all features.

Tired, a whispering voice said in Shadrak’s head. Heavy. You cannot move.

“Shog you,” he yelled, squeezing off another shot.

The harvester slid aside, as if the bullet moved through treacle. Faster than Shadrak could have believed, the creature zigzagged toward him, daggers glinting, slicing down from either side. Shadrak raised his arms to block, but they may as well have been set in stone.

Gold streaked past him, and the creature twirled aside.

Nameless’s axe!

Nice try, but the dwarf had missed.

Grimwart barreled into the harvester with his shield, but it blithely flipped above him and brought a blade down. Nameless caught its wrist before the blade found Grimwart, but the creature flung him aside like a rag doll.

Shadrak backed away, both guns bucking and booming, and the creature swayed out of the way.

Grimwart swung his mace. Missed. A dagger flashed for his face, but he somehow managed to get his shield in the way. The blade screeched across the metal surface. Shadrak got off another shot, and the harvester leapt for him, gliding across the space in between on membranes that unfurled beneath its arms. Kadee screamed, Shadrak swore. Twin blades slashed down.

Behind the harvester, gold blurred, and then Shadrak blinked as there was a sickening thud, followed by the splash of something hot and sticky on his face.

The creature pitched to the ground, and its head bounced away against a tree trunk. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords soared in a wide arc, slinging black blood in its wake, then slapped back into Nameless’s palm as he stood. Nameless might have missed, but the axe had caught the harvester on the return.

Shadrak’s face was on fire. He swabbed it with the hem of his cloak, rubbed furiously until he got the dark ichor off.

And then Kadee was holding him, eyes streaming with tears. “Oh, my boy. Oh, my fellah.”

Gently as he could, given how tight he felt, Shadrak pushed her away and scanned the trees for any further movement.

Nameless and Grimwart converged on him, and the three circled, back-to-back.

“Where there is one, more will follow,” Tarik said. “If you are going to go, you should leave now.”

“Kadee?” Shadrak said.

“You’re hurt,” she said. “Shadrak, your face.”

He looked to Nameless, who shrugged.

“Adds character, and besides, the ladies will love it.”

Shadrak scowled then said to Kadee, “Ready? You still coming?”

She took a few deep breaths and wiped her eyes, then nodded.

“Nameless,” Kal said, jogging to join them.

“You must stay with us,” Tarik said. “How long to you think you’ll survive out there. Kadee’s only going because she’s too pig-headed to do as she’s told.”

“I’m going nowhere,” Kal said. “I just need you to do something for me, Nameless, if you make it back to Arnoch.”

“When, laddie,” Nameless said. “When we make it back.”

“Find Glariya. She’s my girl. We were to be wed.”

Nameless opened his mouth to say something, but his eyes clouded over and he sighed.

“Tell her,” Kal said. “You know. Tell her…”

“I will, laddie,” Nameless said. “Don’t you worry.”

“But—” Kal said.

“I know exactly what to say, laddie. You forget, you and I were once friends.”

“We still are,” Kal said.

“After everything I did?”

“After everything.”

Kal embraced him.

Slowly, uncertainly, Nameless raised a hand and patted him on the back. “Thank you, laddie. Thank you.”

“We done?” Shadrak said, doing his best to sound irritable. It was better than letting them into how he really felt, which was scared shitless. His eyes flicked this way and that, scanning the treetops, the passages between the trunks. The harvester had made him feel inadequate. Made them all look like amateurs, even Nameless. If it hadn’t been for the magical shogging axe…

Nameless picked up on his demeanor in an instant. As he parted from Kal, he said, “Never dwell on what might have happened, laddie.”

“Easy for you to say.”

Kadee nodded her farewells to her tribe and set off through the trees, Grimwart, Nameless, and Shadrak in tow. The husk girl drifted along behind by herself.

“Why’s that?” Nameless said. “Because I’m not a worrier?”

“Neither am I,” Shadrak said.

“But you are a wee bit obsessional.”

“No I’m not.”

“Scrupulous, then.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Above and around them, creepers rustled, and flying insects were rousted from their nests. Shadrak pulled his hood up and drew his cloak about him. Last thing he needed was a toxic sting up the arse. He’d only been on Thanatos for less than an hour, and already he couldn’t wait to see the back of it.

 

 

 




FOURTEEN

The first thing Nameless learned when they left the Forest of Lost Souls was to keep off the grass. Thankfully, it was sparse, only growing in pockets and tufts; but when he first trod on it, needles of pain shot through his foot. He hollered, and hopped to the nearest patch of ash that comprised most of the landscape for miles around. When he took his boot off, half a dozen blades of grass were lodged in the sole. He tried pulling one out and cut his fingers. It was serrated, and sharp as any knife.

Kadee made a weird clicking noise, which he took to be half laughter, half chastisement. She stooped over him and took the boot from his hand. Nameless averted his gaze from the sweat-beaded ravine between her breasts.

Shadrak caught his eye but quickly turned away.

Nameless winced. The assassin had seen, and reacted as any son should—even a foster son. But what could be done about it? There was no harm in noticing. It was just the way Nameless was made. It wasn’t like he was planning on doing anything about it. Kadee was far too tall, for one thing. He’d made an exception for Dame Consilia, but he suspected that was on account of the mead she’d plied him with—a fairly palatable keg she’d brought back from a trip to Jeridium.

No, there was only one woman in the world for Nameless, no matter what his dwarfhood said to the contrary. And besides, he’d made a decision. He was going to have that talk with Cordy, if they ever got back to Arnoch. He almost didn’t dare to hope. He knew he had no right to; but even after all she’d lost, after all he’d done, there had been something like encouragement in Cordy’s words.

Or was he reading too much into it? His heart pounded even just thinking about the prospect. She’d forgiven him, she said, even if he could never forgive himself. But was it possible, together, they could heal the wounds he’d inflicted upon her, upon himself, upon their race?

Straight away, an old familiar voice whispered out of the dark that wove itself through his mind.

Idiot. Of course it isn’t. You chose your path when you went after the black axe, and your penance is forever. You really think she could love the Ravine Butcher, the murderer of her husband and child?

“Here, fellah,” Kadee said, handing him back his boot. She held the blades of grass in her palm for a moment, studying them, then blew them onto the ground.

Not a nick on her.

Grimwart crouched down to take a good look at the grass. He leaned on his mace, other arm holding his huge shield, which had lost some of its shine but still reflected the dismal grey of the skies.

“The lessons of my old life have advantages, even on Thanatos,” Kadee said. “We Aculi teach our children how to survive in the bush.”

The husk girl knelt beside Nameless. She touched her fingers lightly to his shoulder. He met her eyes. They were wide, full of concern.

“It’s all right, lassie.” He patted her hand. “Just scratches. Nothing this old dwarf can’t handle.”

Reassured, she went to stand but doubled over, trying to reach behind herself with her hands. Barely suppressed whimpers left her lips, and then she dropped to the ground and writhed side to side on her back, as if she had an itch she couldn’t scratch.

“Lassie?” Nameless said, tugging on his boot and leaning over her.

Shadrak spun back round and watched the girl intently.

“What is it?” Grimwart said.

Nameless ignored him. It may have been sight of the black cloak whipping out behind as the Svark stood. It almost certainly was. Nameless had never liked the Council’s special cohort, even when he was in the Ravine Guard.

He didn’t like the fact Duck had joined the Svarks and reverted to using his given name because of it. What would possess a dwarf with the heart of a hero to sink to a life of spying and enforcement? Had it been Grimwart’s idea, or someone else’s?

“Let me,” Kadee said.

In spite of her appearance, she acted every bit like the doting mother Shadrak had described. She got on her knees opposite Nameless and held the girl’s face in her hands. Spittle drooled from the girl’s lips, and her eyes blazed like sun-touched sapphires.

As the girl continued to thrash and moan, Kadee took hold of her shoulders and uttered soft words of comfort. One of the girl’s arms lashed out, and Shadrak started forward. Nameless stood and blocked his progress. He expected an angry retort, but Shadrak did nothing. The assassin seemed fascinated by the effect Kadee was having.

Gradually, the husk girl’s breathing settled into a steady pattern. Her movements slowed, then ceased altogether. Her arm remained outstretched and elevated, but Kadee was able to lower it with no resistance.

“I don’t want to worry you…” Grimwart said. He was standing a little way apart, looking out toward the mountains.

Kadee pulled back from the girl and got to her feet.

In a flash of movement, the girl sat upright and wrapped her arms around Kadee’s legs. Her back heaved, as if she were sobbing.

Nameless squinted at her. The diaphanous dress she wore had split beneath both shoulder blades, and what looked like twin canker sores weeped into the fabric.

Kadee reached down to touch one. She raised her finger to her nose, then her lips. Her tongue flicked out, tasting, then she said, “It is clean. No trace of corruption.”

Grimwart turned back to them, an expectant look on his face.

Nameless still ignored him. He was more concerned about the girl.

“So, not to do with this place, then?” Shadrak said, clearly thinking about what had happened to Kal at the arch. “Not insect bites or some scutting disease?”

Kadee considered for a moment before answering. “I think it is her.” She extricated herself from the girl’s embrace and helped her to stand. “She is growing.”

The sapphire glow had dissipated, leaving the girl’s eyes once more dull and grey. Her hair had a new sheen, though. Nameless had barely noticed it before, it was so drab and mousy. But now it was like spun gold, glittering, even in the perpetual gloaming of Thanatos.

“Wonderful,” Grimwart said in a voice laced with sarcasm. “Maybe now you could give us your expert opinion on that.” He pointed in the direction he’d been looking.

A dark cloud had appeared above one of the peaks, swirling around the summit.

“What’s that, then?” Shadrak said. He flicked a look between Nameless and Kadee. “Volcano?”

It looked more to Nameless like a flock of swallows. He was about to say so when Kadee answered.

“Soul-stealers.”

“Then you should go back,” Shadrak said. “Into the forest.”

The tree line was still visible behind them, black branches intertwining overhead.

Nameless was inclined to agree. There was no further need for Kadee to guide them. They could already see the walls of the city some miles off, and before it, the sprawl of villages skirting valleys or cresting hills.

“If we move now, we can make it to the closest village,” Kadee said. “They might lose my scent in among so many people.”

“Might?” Grimwart said.

“Will,” Kadee said. She was watching Shadrak for a response.

They hadn’t lost her scent before, judging by what Tarik had said. Nameless knew Shadrak would have realized the same thing. There wasn’t much that slipped past him.

“Then, let’s move it,” the assassin said.

Clearly, he’d made a choice, and it wasn’t necessarily based on common sense. The need that infected Kadee was equally strong in him. It showed a side of the assassin Nameless hadn’t seen before. It would have been touching, if it weren’t putting them all at risk. And not only them, but Cordy and the dwarves of Arnoch.

There seemed no point arguing. Once Shadrak made his mind up, he rarely changed it; and with the emotionally charged air between him and Kadee, the chances he would on this occasion were practically zero.

They set off at a pace. Even the husk girl walked briskly, though she’d once more reverted to walling herself off from what was going on outside her head. Nameless had an inkling her withdrawal wasn’t absolute. He’d seen enough to know she heard what she wanted to hear; saw what she wanted to see.

Keeping to the ash-covered ground, they hurried toward a cluster of huts dotted about the mouth of a gully between two rolling hills. The huts were grouped in a circle, as if keeping watch over each other.

It was a relatively short stretch, no more than a couple of miles, but the going was hard due to the arid heat coming off the obsidian sun. It looked wrong, that wavering orb of darkness suspended in the charcoal skies. Wrong, and utterly malevolent. Nameless felt the strength leeching from his limbs under the sun’s punishing glare. How could such a thing give off heat? How could it give off light? But it did, though it was barely twilight.

Bypassing the huts, they followed the gully down into a broad valley. The ash was thicker here, coating the banks like snow, and layering the valley floor in ankle-deep drifts.

A much larger settlement lay at the rise on the far side. Even above the hilltops, the looming walls of the city stood out, their battlements silhouetted on the horizon. It still seemed miles distant, which told Nameless something of the scale of the place.

From the city side of the valley, a wagon train wended its way down a road etched into the ash. It was too far off to make out any details.

The near side of the settlement was dominated by an enormous white tent, a pavilion, only far larger than any Nameless had seen.

Something buzzed in his ear. He flicked out a hand, striking a pulpy body the size of a bird. It hit the ash on the ground with an angry buzz, and he brought his foot down on it. When he lifted his boot, spiny legs bristling with barbs continued to clench and unclench around the squashed and oozing remains of a segmented body. It had a hooked stinger you could have landed a fish with, a drop of venom at its tip.

Nameless turned to Kadee for an opinion, but she was still looking out across the settlement at the wagons approaching from the far side.

“What I was talking about,” she said. “They come from the city bringing supplies, but they take back more than they give.”

“More supplies?” Grimwart said, resting the bottom edge of his shield on the ground.

“People, I was told.”

“So, we give this village a miss?” Shadrak said. “Skirt around it and make straight for the city?”

Kadee drew in a long breath and let it out in a sigh. “I don’t know.”

Grimwart was gazing toward the black mountains, where the cloud of soul-stealers had splayed out in a spiral pattern that gyred above the peaks. It looked to Nameless like a giant anemone, and it was growing at an alarming rate. He cast a quick glance at the husk girl, half-expecting her to have had another growth spurt. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d doubled her height and sprouted two heads, but she didn’t seem to have changed.

One of the limbs of the spiral broke away and drifted toward the Forest of Lost Souls.

“Going back is out of the question, then,” Nameless said.

Kadee frowned.

“But if they’re scenting you, or whatever it is they do,” Shadrak said to her, “why ain’t they making a beeline?”

“They didn’t before,” Kadee said. “Only if I lingered in any one place would they pick up the trail. I’ve thought about it since. I think the land communicates with them, like Aosia speaks to our Aculi clever folk, warning them when a storm is coming, or a great wave, or a plague. Thanatos does the same, only, it tells its creatures where to find prey. The longer I stay in one place, the more residue I leave; and that is what draws the soul-stealers.”

“So,” Nameless said, “if you keep on moving, they’ll never find you? A spot of training to build up your stamina, and we’ll have you roaming carefree as a baresark in a beer hall.”

Kadee didn’t smile like he’d expected. If anything, her expression was haunted. “Sooner or later my imprints would surround me, as I went from place to place. Then the cordon would start to close. With skill and planning, I might elude them for a time, but eventually…”

She didn’t need to finish her thought. To Nameless, it sounded like these soul-stealers followed a trail of breadcrumbs. At least, that’s what he thought Kadee was saying. If they kept moving, there was still a chance they could keep Kadee with them long enough to find the dwarf lords. That is, if anyone could tell them which way to go. All the same, he couldn’t suppress the sensation of pending doom creeping up his spine. Time, it seemed, was not unlimited for Kadee; and it sure as shog wasn’t for the dwarves of Arnoch.

Shadrak must have been thinking along the same lines. “Then we don’t hang about,” he said. “But believe me, if they catch up with us, the scuts are gonna regret it.”

Grimwart banged his mace against his shield. In response, a fierce buzzing rose from beneath the carpet of ash.

“I do wish you wouldn’t do that, laddie,” Nameless said.

Grimwart looked warily at the ground, but Shadrak was already heading deeper into the valley, and without prompting, everyone followed his lead.

“What kind of name is Grimwart, anyway?” Nameless said, walking beside the Black Cloak. “Sounds like a grumpy growth, something you’d expect to find on a witch’s nose.”

“Like you can talk,” Grimwart said. “I mean, what kind of name is Nameless?”

“Fair point,” Nameless said. “But I still prefer Duck.”

The massive tent was a magnet, pulling in people from the villages. Those queuing outside in a long snaking line struck Nameless as anxious. Most kept a watch on the passage of the wagons from the city, while others made impatient gestures toward the wooden kiosk outside the tent’s entrance.

The people were dressed outlandishly, at least in comparison with how folk dressed back home. The men wore pleated trousers and matching jackets. Mostly, they were in blacks and greys, but one or two had opted for browns or deep blues. They wore wing-collared shirts, white and stiff-looking, with strips of dour-colored cloth tied around their necks. Hands were hidden beneath leather gloves. Some carried canes, many of which were heavy-headed and looked like a toned-down version of Grimwart’s mace. They sported hats, too: tall hats, bowl-shaped hats, flat caps, and skullcaps made from padded silk. Mustaches were everywhere, but very few beards.

The women had impossibly narrow waists beneath laced-up corsets and ballooning skirts. Hardly an inch of flesh was on display, exposed areas covered by shawls, scarves, and boots of worn leather. Their faces were wan, but whether from the peculiar light of the black sun or from something else, Nameless couldn’t decide. Most wore their hair bundled up into buns on top, or either side above the ears.

The children were dressed in coarse britches or ankle-length skirts. Like the adults, their skin was covered, except for their faces.

“Must be scared of the bug life,” Shadrak said, waiting for the others to catch up.

Eyes were turned toward them, and those at the back of the queue began to murmur and point.

Kadee went on ahead and approached a woman in a dark crimson dress. At first, the woman seemed reluctant to engage her, but Kadee won her over with the same gentle gestures and touches she’d used to soothe the husk girl. Another woman further up the line called out to Kadee and waved, and then more people acknowledged her with tips of their hats and curt nods. Clearly, she was known here.

She wandered back to the companions, clinking coins in her hand—the money she’d taken from her gourd.

“The people are desperate to get into the tent,” she said. “Pressers are coming—the people with the wagons. They drop off supplies then round up villagers to take back with them. It seems they don’t interfere with the show.”

“Show?” Shadrak said.

“Circus, the woman called it. It travels between the villages. She said we should wait inside till the Pressers return to the city.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Nameless said. Last thing they needed was unnecessary trouble. Time lost dealing with it wasn’t something they could afford.

“And it’s not like we can wait around outside,” Grimwart said, swatting at an insect.

Nameless threw a look back the way they’d come. The hills surrounding the valley stood between them and the black forest. If the soul-stealers were coming, they were still some way off, but it was only a matter of time. The way Kadee had described it, there was something inexorable about their pursuit.

He took the husk girl’s hand and led her to the back of the queue, watching her for any reaction.

“Come on, lassie, buck up,” he said. “People will think you’re a Wayist.”

In answer, she pressed up close to his side and nestled her head into his chest.

By the time they reached the kiosk, the specks of soul-stealers fanning out across the dismal skies could just about be seen in the distance. They must have checked out the fringes of the Forest of Lost Souls and picked up the trail.

Kadee handed some coins over to the girl on the kiosk. In exchange, she received painted wooden balls, one for each of them entering. These they passed to a midget inside the entrance, a chubby fellow with arms that were too short, and legs like a dwarf’s. He wore a motley outfit of patches upon patches, and his face was painted white around the mouth and black around the eyes. He did a little jig as those going in handed over their wooden balls, but he frowned nervously when he got to Nameless and Grimwart; more so at Shadrak.

“Reckon he thinks you’re after his job,” Nameless said to the faen.

“Shog off.”

“Want my advice? Wait awhile, till you grow up. Finish your schooling first.” He was taking his life in his hands.

Uncharacteristically, Shadrak just shook his head.

A scantily clad woman with a whip ushered them through to the main belly of the tent. The atmosphere was thick with smoke that had a pungent aroma, similar to weedsticks, though richer and less cloying. It was coming from the audience seated in a makeshift amphitheater. Tiers of bleachers surrounded a ring of brightly painted wooden blocks. Many of the men had long brown weedstick-like things sticking from their mouths, sending up plumes of dirty smoke.

Grimwart nudged Nameless with his elbow. “I’ve got to get myself one of those.”

The ceiling was higher than that of King Arios’s throne room, and the circular performance space must have been more than forty feet in diameter. Above it, so high it made his stomach lurch, a near-naked woman walked across a taut rope with only a long pole to keep her balance. As she gingerly stepped out into the center, Nameless caught sight of another rope, this one slacker and lower down, upon which two men in oversized britches, with painted faces like the midget on the door, were fighting with wooden swords.

The crowd laughed at their antics, but every now and again let out a collective gasp as the woman on the high wire teetered.

Kadee led them to an aisle between banks of tiered seating, and they sat on a bleacher toward the back.

The near-naked woman made it across to the other side of her rope, much to Nameless’s relief.

One of the motley-clad men with the painted faces took a wooden blade between his arm and his torso, gurgled out his last, and pitched to the ground. Nameless was halfway to his feet, but the man tumbled and came up grinning, spreading his arms wide to receive the audience’s enthusiastic applause. The sword fell from under his arm, but he nimbly caught it and tossed it into the air.

His opponent from the rope dropped his sword, and the man on the ground caught it, then his own as it came back down. He proceeded to juggle with them as his rival leapt from the rope with the same effortless grace and picked up a barrel full of wooden swords from behind the low wall. He slung another sword to his partner, who now had three in the air at the same time. Then another, and, astoundingly, a fifth. The second man began to select and juggle his own wooden blades from the barrel, until both of them had five in the air, at which point they proceeded to chase each other around the ring.

A flap at the rear parted, and a man in a tall hat and scarlet jacket flounced to the center of the ring. He cracked a whip left and right, and the juggling men scurried for the exit, neither dropping a single sword.

“It’s me again, your host, your ringmaster, Bartimaeus Wickerback III.” He coiled the whip around his forearm, tweaked his oiled mustache, and took a deep breath, turning a circle to take in each section of the crowd.

“It is time…” He paused theatrically.

“Get on with it!” someone yelled.

Bartimaeus Wickerback III doffed his hat and peered into it. When a hand popped up from inside and pointed a finger at the heckler, the crowd hushed. The hand disappeared, and Bartimaeus put his hat back on.

“What the shog?” Shadrak said.

Nameless snorted with amusement. “Sleight of hand.”

Grimwart rolled his eyes and groaned. “Funny. If your jokes don’t get any better, I’m gonna start calling you ‘Dad.’”

“No, I’m serious.” But not quite certain. Nameless thought it was the ringmaster’s own hand, cleverly positioned, but he wouldn’t swear to it.

“It’s time,” Bartimaeus started again, “for the Titan’s Challenge.”

A frisson of energy passed through the audience. Men plucked their fat brown weedsticks from their mouths and consulted with one another.

“You know how it works,” Bartimaeus continued. “You’ve all seen us before in our rounds of the villages. You know how many times Ardo the Great has offered his challenge, and how many times he has been bested.”

“Once!” a slip of a man yelled out. “By me, the strongest man who ever lived!”

The fellow sounded drunk to Nameless.

“I was not talking about hyperbole,” Bartimaeus said smoothly. “For in that department, sir, you are indubitably without peer.”

The heckler turned to the man on his right with a baffled look on his face. It was a look Shadrak shared.

“What’s he say?”

“Shush, laddie, I’m listening.”

It was the word “challenge” Nameless couldn’t resist. “Titan’s Challenge,” the ringmaster had said. He only wondered what it was.

“And so, without further ado,” Bartimaeus said with a sweep of his arm toward the back of the tent, “the most magnificent mass of muscle, the perfection of physical culture, the strongest man on Thanatos… Ardo the Great!”

Bartimaeus slunk back through the tent flap as a mountain of a man came through to take his place. A team of huffing and puffing helpers carried a barbell out behind him, each end terminating in a vast iron globe. Four men it took to carry it. How heavy could it be? Nameless was already climbing out of his seat, but Grimwart pulled him back down.

“We’re hiding, remember? From those Presser people in the wagons.”

“The ones that don’t interrupt the show,” Nameless said. “Here, hold my axe.”

Grimwart tried, but his hand passed straight through Paxy’s haft, like Nameless knew it would.

“Ha! Know thy place, mortal,” he said, pinching Grimwart’s cheek. “You are in the presence of the Exalted.”

Ardo the Great was an imposing figure, and that was enough to give Nameless pause before accepting the challenge. It might be prudent to know what it was first.

He settled the Axe of the Dwarf Lords against the bleacher.

Ardo was half a head taller than Big Jake and equally as broad. The difference was, Ardo was shredded, bursting with rippling muscles, which even now he was making dance through an impressive display of flexing. Jake, on the other hand, wore the effects of too much pastry and way too much beer.

Unlike the people in the audience, Ardo’s skin was very much exposed. He wore only a loin cloth of some piebald animal hide. Leather sandals were laced up to his knees, but other than that, all he had on were leather wrist guards. His mustache was a sight to behold: thick and bushy, curled at the ends. The shame of it was, he had no beard. Not only that, but his body was hairless, clean-shaven to better display his extraordinary physique. The whole magnificent specimen was topped off by a shock of fair hair.

Ardo stood with a haughty tilt to his chin, hands on hips, one foot now on the monstrous barbell as he surveyed the crowd, looking for any takers to his challenge. It seemed he didn’t have to state what it was: the crowd already knew. The ringmaster had said as much.

Someone volunteered—a bull of a man who stripped off his jacket and passed it to the woman sitting beside him then rolled up his shirt sleeves. He marched purposefully down the aisle between the tiered seats and clasped hands with Ardo. Rather than shake and release, he kept a firm hold, and his face grew red with effort.

“You can let go now,” Ardo said in an actor’s voice for all to hear. His eyes narrowed slightly.

The man continued to grip Ardo’s hand. His face was red and getting redder.

“The challenge is to lift the weight,” Ardo said, “not to hold my hand. Could it be that you are attracted to me?” Hoots of laughter rose from the audience.

The man scowled and redoubled his efforts.

Ardo’s eyes narrowed a little more. Muscles all up his arm tensed as he returned pressure for pressure. The challenger grunted, and veins stood out on his neck as he squeezed harder. It looked to Nameless like he had a score to settle, or something to prove. It was usually the sign of a deficiency, Dame Consilia had reliably informed him.

Ardo sighed, and the muscles on his forearm rippled. The challenger growled, then roared, then screeched as he snatched his hand away and shook it. It was already mottled with purple and probably broken.

“So, no one wants to lift this little weight?” Ardo said, daring someone else to come forward.

The man with the mangled hand made his way back to his seat, head down, not even able to meet the eyes of the woman passing his jacket back to him.

Crooking his elbows, Ardo pressed his palms into his hips and progressively tensed every muscle in his body, from his diamond-shaped calves to his granite shoulders and sloping trapezium. Veins popped out all over his skin, and the effort was carved into every inch of his physique, save for his face. From the neck up, he looked like a man relaxing in a warm bath, a flashing white smile fixed firmly in place. He was preening, taunting the crowd, letting them know exactly what he thought of their cowardice.

“Ah, shog it,” Nameless said, standing and making his way to the aisle.

As he approached the ring, people started to laugh, and Ardo the Great had an amused twinkle in his eyes. When Nameless stood before him, he had to crane his neck to maintain eye contact.

“You wish to shake first?” Ardo said, offering his hand.

“You might not want me to, laddie. It’s been a long hike, and nature called along the way, but nothing much to wipe with, if you get my meaning.”

Ardo screwed his face up for an instant, but he quickly banished the reaction and returned to an expression that was at once supremely confident and bordering on arrogant.

Up close, the strongman’s skin was pale and pinkish, as if someone had rubbed it vigorously with a rough towel. His muscles slid like slugs beneath sugar-paper skin. Every sinew, every vein, every thew stood out like a map of a rugged and extraordinary country. He smelled of something astringent, and glistened with oil.

“So, what’s it to be?” Nameless asked. “Dead lift?”

“Hah!” Ardo said, and bent down to pick up the weight as if it were nothing. It clearly wasn’t, judging by the thud it made when he returned it to the ground.

“Not dead lift, then,” Nameless said. “Bicep curl?”

Ardo looked shocked, but Nameless punched him playfully in the midriff. “Just joshing, laddie. Good abs you’ve got there.” They were ridged and perfectly defined, like those on a molded breast plate.

“Years as an acrobat,” Ardo explained.

To illustrate the point, he backflipped on the spot, and the crowd roared their appreciation. Nameless had seen Shadrak perform such a feat, but never a man of this size.

“Impressive,” Nameless said. “But can you do that without spilling a drop of beer?”

“You like beer?” Ardo said. There was something like astonishment tinged with hope in his voice.

“Who doesn’t?”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Get on with it!” someone called out.

“We should talk later,” Ardo said. “After the show. You might want to remove your armor. This lift involves flexibility.”

“Bent press?” Nameless said.

“You know it?”

“My favorite. After dead lifts. And squats. And bicep curls. But I like it a lot.”

Ardo helped him out of his hauberk, and Nameless dropped it on the floor, along with his pa’s helm. He unlaced his gambeson, too, and took it off. Screams of laughter went up from the crowd.

“What?” Nameless said. “It’s all muscle.” He flexed, and sure enough, his pecs stood out like slabs of rock, and his abs popped, though not quite as much as Ardo’s.

“It’s not the muscle,” Ardo said. He raised one of Nameless’s arms so the audience could get a good look at his biceps. “Now it’s my turn to be impressed.”

“So, what are they laughing at?”

Ardo dropped Nameless’s arm and yanked out a handful of back hair. “They are not used to seeing someone so… hirsute.”

“I’m not shaving,” Nameless said.

“Maybe you should. It would show off your physique much better.”

“And I’m not wearing a skimpy loincloth, either.”

Ardo chuckled then gestured for Nameless to stand aside.

The strongman dipped at the knees and hoisted one end of the barbell to his shoulder. He walked under it, gripping it dead center with his right hand and dropping his left close to the globe still in contact with the floor. He braced himself, then leaned back, rocking the weight to his shoulder.

A hushed awe fell over the crowd.

Ardo steadied the sway of the barbell then let it swing slowly round till it was almost parallel with his back. It was a crucial part of the lift, Nameless knew from experience. If the bar continued to windmill, he’d lose it and have to set it down.

But Ardo never looked in any danger of that. With a tight grip on the middle of the bar, he packed down his shoulder and lodged his elbow above and slightly behind his hip. From there, he leaned away from the bar, at the same time dipping forward and under the weight. As he did so, he continued to support the barbell on the pillar made by his vertical forearm, inching his elbow up the side of his ribcage with infinite care and patience. All throughout, Ardo’s eyes never left the hand holding the bar. As his head dropped level with his knees, the lifting arm straightened fully, and he locked out the shoulder and elbow. With a quick dip, Ardo came upright, holding the barbell aloft with one arm.

The crowd cheered and started to clap, and then Ardo brought the bar back to his shoulder and lowered it using two hands.

“Three hundred and twenty pounds,” he said to Nameless. He sounded almost nonchalant, as if it were a practice weight to him. Nameless guessed it must have been, or a performance weight, something the strongman could be sure of lifting night after night in front of a crowd.

Nameless had only ever gone as far as three hundred. There’d been no need to lift any more. Even Big Jake stopped at two-seventy, and most of the recruits could barely manage a hundred.

“Show him how it’s down, Nameless,” Grimwart called out. He was up on his feet and waving his mace.

Beside him, Shadrak was shaking his head and rolling his eyes.

Nameless shrugged. There was no harm in losing, so long as he gave it his best shot. Well, there was harm, he had to admit. He had a reputation to maintain, although maybe it wasn’t such a big deal on Thanatos.

He clapped his hands together, then went through a few limbering up movements.

Ardo folded his massive arms in front of his chest. He was trying to look relaxed, but he was flexing like crazy, either to intimidate Nameless or to impress the crowd.

Nameless squatted before one end of the barbell and lifted it. Like Ardo had done, he gripped the mid-point, found his balance, and rocked the bar to his shoulder. The globes either end wobbled, and he had a hard time steadying them. But once he did, and had let the bar turn parallel with his back, he leaned over to the left and dipped beneath the weight. His arm shook with the effort, but he refused to be denied. His eyes remained tightly focused on his lifting hand, and slowly, bit by bit, his elbow began to straighten. The instant his shoulder locked into position, he bobbed and came up straight.

The audience clapped, but it wasn’t the thunderous applause he’d expected. He dropped the weight to his shoulder, then lowered it to the ground.

Ardo clicked his fingers, and a scrawny man in an apron came running, carrying a hard-leather case.

“Well done,” Ardo said, with a little too much smugness for Nameless’s liking.

The scrawny man unplugged one of the globes and opened the case. He took out a bag of what Nameless supposed to be lead shot and emptied it into the globe. He did the same with the other end.

“We progress to three hundred and fifty pounds,” Ardo said.

Nameless swallowed thickly, but tried his best to disguise it with a shrug.

“Well, if you feel up to it, laddie.”

Ardo grinned. “Oh, I do.”

Supremely confident, the strongman hefted one end up, and went through the stages of the lift again. This time, the bar wavered at the top, and he grunted when he straightened his knees.

Once more, the crowd roared, and Ardo slammed the weight to the ground.

Sweat streaked his pale torso, ran in rivulets between the muscles.

When Nameless stepped up to make the attempt, the crowd began to boo and heckle. The impression he got was that they didn’t give him a chance of completing the lift, and ordinarily they would have been right. But by making it known, they had just increased the challenge, and he was never one to balk at such things.

He brought the weight to his shoulder without a hitch. His hips went back and his head came down smoother than before. He stepped his elbow up his ribs with scrupulous care, gave a concerted heave, and got his arm straight. The bar wobbled more than it should have, but he still managed to stand up beneath it.

Ardo frowned, but nodded that it was a good lift.

This time, the scrawny man filled the globes to a combined weight of three hundred and seventy pounds. Ardo explained that the most anyone had ever lifted was three hundred and seventy-one.

“So, why mess about?” Nameless said, full of bravado. “Make it three-seven-five and have done with it.”

Ardo hesitated, but then instructed the scrawny man to make it so.

“Three hundred and seventy-five pounds,” the strongman announced to the crowd. “The most ever attempted in the bent press.”

All noise from the bleachers ceased. Smoke was still thick in the air, but the thrill of anticipation was even thicker.

The ringmaster, Bartimaeus Wickerback III, returned to the ring via the flap at the back and stood observing from the side. Clearly, this was a big deal.

Ardo wiped sweat from his forehead, and it wasn’t just from his previous exertions. The strongman was worried. Nervous looks passed between him and Bartimaeus. Then Nameless realized what it was. There was more at stake here than the lifting of a record weight. If Ardo lost, he could no longer call himself the strongest man on Thanatos. His reputation would die in an instant, and along with it, his power to pull in the crowds.

Ardo went first. He took more care setting his grip, and he was much more precise with his footing. He roared as he rocked the weight to his shoulder, where he held it for a long while as he positioned his elbow above his hip. His forearm shook as he bent beneath the weight, pressing with his entire torso. The globes at each end juddered, and for a moment, it looked like the bar was going to windmill, but somehow, Ardo kept dipping lower. With a hissing exhalation, he locked out his elbow. His knees shook as he tried to straighten them. He grunted and groaned and let out a huge unfettered roar, and then he stood. Only for a split second, but it was enough.

Bartimaeus nodded that he’d made the lift, and Ardo dropped the weight to the ground. The bleachers seemed to bounce in response, and then the crowd were on their feet, cheering, clapping, whistling.

Nameless’s palms were damp with sweat as he bent to lift one end of the bar. Again, it came up easier than he expected. He, too, took his time placing his grip dead center, and he set his feet with one angled slightly out, the other straight ahead. He rocked the bar to his shoulder, wincing at a twinge of pain from the compression. It seemed to take an age for the globes to stop bouncing, and when he swung the bar round, it nearly didn’t stop. Using his non-lifting hand to steady it, he waited until he was sure, and then let go.

Slowly, inch by inch, he walked his elbow up his side as he swayed away from and under the bar. A tremor ran from his wrist to his forearm, found its way into his legs. He blinked sweat out of his eyes, forced himself to keep staring at the hand gripping the bar. He crept his elbow up another rib, then another. It felt like his shoulder was being ripped from his socket as he struggled to keep it just behind the midline of his body. His knees threatened to buckle. But then he had it: lockout of the elbow. He paused and gulped in air, dipped at the knees and started to stand. The bar wobbled violently and began to windmill. He panicked and forced his legs to straighten. The bar soared round to the front, and he lost control. Before it came crashing down on top of him, he threw it clear. When it hit the ground, it sent a shock like an earthquake through the bleachers.

Relief flashed across Ardo’s face. The look was reciprocated by Bartimaeus.

Nameless shook his head and rubbed his shoulder. Blood was rushing in his ears, but when he let out a sigh, it was replaced by the roaring of the crowd. He might have lost, but he’d given them one shog of a show.

Ardo grasped his hand and clapped him on the back. “Close, my friend,” he said. “Very close.”

“But not close enough,” Bartimaeus said. He took center stage and declaimed above the cheering, “And still the undisputed strongest man on Thanatos: the mighty, the magnificent, the master of muscle: Ardo the Great!”

Nameless braced himself for more cheering, but the tent was suddenly pitched into silence.

And then a woman screamed.

 

 

 




FIFTEEN

The scream came from outside the tent.

“My son!” a woman wailed. “You’re not taking him!”

Knowing looks passed around the bleachers, some sad, most accepting that’s just the way things were.

Down in the ring, Nameless had stiffened. He was straining to hear, and at the same time glancing at his discarded armor.

Beside Shadrak, Grimwart scooped his shield up from where it rested against the bleacher, and he took a strangler’s grip on his mace.

Nameless cast a quick glance up at Shadrak, but then located what he was really looking for. Where the dwarf had been sitting before accepting Ardo’s challenge, his axe began to shudder and rattle.

“Oh no,” Shadrak muttered, reaching for the haft. “Don’t be a tosser, Nameless.” His fingers met only air, where there should have been wood.

In the ring below, the strongman, Ardo, laid a hand on Nameless’s shoulder, but the dwarf brushed it off. He was already striding for the exit.

The axe shot away from the bleachers and soared above the crowd to slap into his hand, and then Nameless was running.

“Typical,” Shadrak said, drawing a flintlock and bustling toward the aisle. Nameless just couldn’t help himself. Always had to shogging get involved.

Grimwart squeezed past the other people seated in their row, and Kadee was up and guiding the husk girl along after him. There was something about his foster mother in the brief glimpse Shadrak had of her before he reached the bottom and headed for the exit: her skin had lost some of its luster. She seemed older, somehow.

There was quite a crowd assembled on the ashy ground outside the tent. Most of them were villagers, corralled by upward of twenty men armored in scraps of plate, tatters of chain, and sporting a vicious array of weapons: barbed spears, tridents, morning stars, and chipped and dark-mottled glaives. They were all masked in iron that had been molded into grotesque faces: demons, tormented souls, death’s-heads, wolves, birds, and serpents. Where skin was exposed, it was crisscrossed with scars.

The screaming woman couldn’t have been more than thirty. She let out a long rasping screech and slumped with exhaustion, now no more than a heaving bag of sobs.

A suited man held her from behind, stroking her hair and uttering consoling words—her husband, no doubt.

Two of the armored thugs—Shadrak had to assume they were Pressers—had hold of a young lad by the arms.

A third Presser, a lanky bastard in a bearskin cloak, face hidden by an iron skull mask, was looming over Nameless.

To anyone else, the dwarf would have looked relaxed, but to Shadrak, who’d seen him like this more times than he cared to remember, the shit was definitely about to start flying.

“Where’d you get that weapon?” the Presser asked.

“City under the sea,” Nameless said. “Where’d you get that face, or were you born with it?”

“What? It’s a mask, you pillock.”

Nameless looked over his shoulder as he heard Shadrak draw near. “You hear that, laddie? A mask, he says.”

“No, really?” Shadrak said, sauntering to his side.

“I asked you a question,” the Presser said. He rammed the blade of his glaive into the ash coating the ground and rested both hands on the pommel. They were encased in banded gauntlets.

“And you’ve already had my answer,” Nameless said. “Now it’s my turn. What are you doing with this lady’s son? Because if that’s a twinkle I see in your eye, I’m inclined to give you a dose of your own medicine.” He upended his axe and waved the haft in front of the skull mask. “Course, you might not be able to sit down for a week.”

The woman’s husband raised a hand to the Presser. “This isn’t our doing. We don’t want any trouble.”

“He’s been selected,” came a resonant voice from the entrance to the tent.

Ardo the Great stood there, Nameless’s chainmail and gambeson draped over one arm, horned helm in his other hand.

“That’s what they do, these Pressers: select villagers to fight.”

The woman cried, “No!” but her husband forced her face into his chest to muffle the sound.

“Those that win get the dubious honor of joining them,” Ardo said. “Become members of the city’s pressgang themselves.”

“And if they lose?” Nameless said.

“They die,” the Presser in the skull mask said. “And we cart them back to the city, where there’s a demand for fresh meat.”

“And the majority do die,” Ardo said. His great chest heaved as he sighed. “The Pressers have weapons; the villagers have none.”

“Sounds fair,” Shadrak said.

“Which is why,” the Presser said, “I asked about your axe. It’s not lawful for villagers to carry weapons.”

“Ain’t it?” Shadrak said, raising his flintlock and taking slow and deliberate aim. “So, what you gonna do about this one?”

The boy broke free of the Pressers holding him and ran to his parents. The woman smothered him in an embrace. The Pressers tried to pull them apart, and the husband, if anything, lent a hand.

“It’s all right, dear,” he said to his wife. “It’s just the way things are. It’s all right.”

“No, laddie,” Nameless said. “It is not.”

He grabbed both Pressers by the scruff of the neck and slammed their heads together. Their iron masks clanged, and they dropped like a couple of flaccid pricks.

The lanky one in the skull mask raised his glaive and stepped in, but Shadrak pulled the trigger. Screams went up from the onlookers as thunder boomed and the Presser was spun from his feet. He’d barely hit the ground when Shadrak was on him, drawing a dagger across his exposed throat.

The Pressers containing the crowd came charging in. Nameless side-stepped a spear thrust and hammered his axe into a masked face. Paxy tore through the iron as if it were paper, and blood sprayed where the top of the man’s head had been.

Shadrak holstered his flintlock and drew a second blade. Scuts like this weren’t worth wasting bullets on.

The bulk of the Pressers went for Nameless, who met them with a flurry of chops and a booming snatch of song.

Three came at Shadrak amid the clatter and jangle of armor. He ducked beneath the swing of a morning star and knifed the scut in the bollocks. Spinning away and ripping the blade free, he rolled over the second man’s lunging leg and hamstringed him.

Grimwart stepped up, and the third Presser crashed into his shield. As the man recovered, the Svark brained him with his mace.

Nameless grew overconfident and let one of the Pressers get behind him. Shadrak saw the danger and drew back a dagger to throw, but Ardo was suddenly there. The strongman grabbed the Presser by the shoulder and groin, hoisted him overhead, and lobbed him at his comrades. Half a dozen went down, but before they recovered, Grimwart rushed in, clobbering them on the head with his mace. Those he didn’t get, Shadrak finished off with a knife.

Horrified looks passed among the watching crowd, but they needn’t have worried. The Pressers still standing broke off and bolted for their wagons.

“Come back!” Nameless called after them. “I was just getting warmed up.”

The husband of the screaming woman strode toward the dwarf.

“What have you done? They’ll be back, you know, and we’ll all be for it.”

“Laddie?” Nameless said, looking genuinely baffled.

Shadrak took three quick steps and kicked the scut in the back of the knee. As the man fell, Shadrak caught him by the hair and yanked his head back.

Before he could slice a blade across the shogger’s throat, Kadee called out, “Shadrak! Fellah, enough!”

He hesitated, knife hand shaking. His face tightened into a grimace. He gritted his teeth, then shoved the man to the ground and sheathed his dagger.

“Scut deserved it,” he muttered under his breath.

“Good boy,” Kadee said, approaching and touching her hand to his face.

“What I don’t get,” Grimwart said to Nameless, “is why the villagers stand by and put up with this.”

Nameless looked to Ardo for an answer, but the strongman shook his head and said nothing. He seemed to be wrestling with something, judging by the clench of his jaw, the way he chewed on nothing and swallowed.

“They are like sheep, bred for slaughter.” —A voice of crystal clarity, high-pitched and lilting, resonant like a bell.

Nameless was the first to turn and look, and Shadrak followed his gaze.

The husk girl had spoken.

She looked taller, and her golden hair fanned about her head as if a strong wind were gusting. Her gossamer dress, though, was unruffled, clinging to her slender frame like woven cobwebs. Her eyes were scorching sapphires that roved the crowd, seeking out and excoriating everyone present.

Without warning, she coughed and clutched her stomach, then retched and dropped to her knees. He hair trailed to the ground, and on her back, by her shoulder blades, Shadrak could see the protruding nubs of… bone?

Kadee went to her side, knelt down and hugged her. The husk girl shuddered, then slumped. With a strength she had never possessed in life, Kadee lifted her in her arms and cradled her like a child. Within moments, the girl was sleeping.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” the ringmaster, Bartimaeus, said to Ardo. He was standing beside the kiosk at the entrance to the tent. “Shouldn’t have gotten involved. There will be reprisals. We will lose our immunity.”

The strongman bit his lip and nodded slowly to himself. “I know, and I’m sorry.” His head jerked round, and he speared Bartimaeus with a fierce look. “But it’s about time we did something.”

“Not your place,” Bartimaeus said. Removing his tall hat, he stared into its depths for a moment. “But maybe you’re right.”

“Trouble for another day,” Grimwart said, “but we still have plenty left for right here, right now.”

He pointed with his mace across the valley, where a swarm of black shapes drifted inexorably toward them. They were still a fair way off, but it didn’t take a genius to realize what they were.

“Soul-stealers,” Kadee said.

Maybe it was the fear, but she looked to have aged again. Her body remained lean and full, but her skin had lost some of its sheen, and the faint marks of crow’s feet now adorned her eyes. Even the luster of her black hair had dulled, and here and there it was streaked with grey.

“How long do you have?” Shadrak asked. His voice wavered with trepidation.

“Until they reach us?” Kadee’s eyes took on a haunted look as she watched the swirling flock’s languid approach.

“No. Until…” He couldn’t bring himself to say it, but she knew what he meant. He could see that from the grim set of her jaw. Until age caught up with her once more. Until her new body gave way and she went back to the mud. Permanently, this time.

“Don’t worry, fellah. I’m not going anywhere till we’ve found these dwarves of yours.”

“Dwarves?” Ardo said.

“Yes, laddie,” Nameless said. “Dwarves, like us.” He indicated Grimwart and himself. “Have you seen others?”

“Not me,” Ardo said. “But I know someone who has.”

“Ardo…” Bartimaeus said, starting toward the strongman.

Ardo waved him back. “The time for discretion has passed.” He gestured toward the bodies of the Pressers lying on the ground. One or two of them might still have been breathing, but that could soon be fixed.

Kadee flashed Shadrak a look, as if she could read his mind. He quickly shelved the idea.

Bartimaeus sighed and shook his head. “Fine. Throw caution to the wind, if you must. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. And just remember who’s to blame when the Pressers come back in force and this time target my circus.”

The ringmaster turned on his heel and disappeared inside the tent.

“Well, laddie?” Nameless said.

“There is a man, an outsider,” Ardo began, but Kadee interjected.

“The Warlord.”

Ardo nodded. “A stranger from another world. He comes and goes, each time remaining on Thanatos a little longer. He recruits those among the villagers who show the slightest glimmer of fight and uses them in his war against the city. Skirmishes, mostly. Lightning raids.

“I don’t know how he does it, how he’s survived for so long, because it’s not just the Pressers arrayed against him. His people are hunted night and day by the denizens of this world.

“He comes to the show on occasion, tries everything he knows to recruit me. But I cannot leave the circus. These are my people. My family. They need my protection. Although now, after getting involved, I wonder if my presence will put them at greater risk.

“He once told me about dwarves in the black mountains. But they are not like you, my friend.”

Ardo rested a hand on Nameless’s shoulder. “According to the Warlord, they are brutal, without mercy. In the beginning, they cost him more men than the harvesters, and so now he avoids them whenever possible.”

Grimwart and Nameless exchanged looks, and they both nodded slowly.

“Where do we find this Warlord?” Nameless asked.

“Head for the foothills of the black mountains. If you don’t find him, I have no doubt he will find you. But be wary. Thanatos is a hard world, and it forges hard men. If you are granted the opportunity to speak, mention of my name may serve you well.”

So, a spot of stealth was in order, Shadrak figured. In case the Warlord’s people struck first and asked questions later. Fine by him. He was a master of being unseen. He only wished he could say as much for the others.

“I am known to the Warlord,” Kadee said. “I aided him when he first arrived on Thanatos; and once, he saved me from the soul-stealers.”

Ardo frowned at that. “Your kind should not leave the forest. The threat that follows you endangers the rest of us.”

“No need to worry yourself on that account,” Shadrak said. “We’ve already wasted too much time here.”

Ardo nodded, and for a moment, his eyes were filled with regret, as if he wished he were going, too.

The strongman shook Nameless’s hand. The dwarf winced. When Ardo let go and started to apologize, Nameless said, “Got you, laddie,” and clapped him on the back.

The strongman let out a deep, rumbling laugh. “It is a shame we have no time for beer. One of the few good things that comes from the city. I would have enjoyed sharing a drink with you.”

“Me, too, laddie,” Nameless said. “Maybe some other time, if we get through this.”

Ardo smiled. “I’d like that.” A flicker of worry crossed his face. He coughed to clear his throat and said, “I have a confession to make.”

“Oh?” Nameless said.

Grimwart cocked his head, and Shadrak edged closer. Kadee was crooning gently to the sleeping husk girl in her arms.

“The globes on the barbell… They contained quicksilver.”

Now it was Nameless’s turn to frown.

Ardo held up a hand. “I know. And I’m sorry. But with the show continually touring, and me performing night after night, sooner or later, I’ll be under par, and someone will meet my challenge. When that time comes…”

“You don’t need to explain yourself to me, laddie,” Nameless said.

“No, I do. I cheated to win, to maintain my reputation.”

“You shogging piece of scutting—” Shadrak started, but Nameless cut him off with a raised hand.

“The quicksilver might have made the globes wobble,” Nameless said, “but you still lifted the weight and managed to stand with it.”

“Practice makes perfect,” Ardo said. “It gave me an unfair advantage. With a few days to get used to the wobble, I fear you would have beaten me.”

“No, laddie. I don’t think so. And even if I did, your reputation would still be intact.”

“How so?”

“You’re the strongest man on Thanatos?”

Ardo sighed and nodded that he was.

“Well, laddie, I’m a dwarf.”

Grimwart slapped him on the back and laughed. “Nice one, Nameless. The strongest dwarf on Thanatos.”

“And elsewhere besides,” Nameless said.

“So, you’re not angry?” Ardo said.

“Laddie, it’s a rare thing for a man to impress me, and it only helps your case that you like beer. Of course I’m not angry. I can think of no one more deserving of the title Strongest Man on Thanatos. Best physique, too.” He frowned at Ardo’s midsection. “Though you might want to go easy on the beer. You’re losing definition.”

Ardo’s hands flew to his stomach, and a look of horror crossed his face.

Nameless guffawed. “Got you again!”

 

 

 




SIXTEEN

The obsidian sun dipped imperceptibly toward the peaks of the black mountains, and before Nameless had really registered the fact, it was gone.

The effect on the lighting was minimal. Twilight still prevailed, though it may have been a shade darker. The moon that came up in place of the sun was crimson, a pool of blood that shimmered as a wavering film of mist drifted across its face.

Landmarks were in short supply, and the only indication of how far they had walked was the measure of burn in his legs.

Ardo had supplied them with waterskins for the journey. Apparently, there was no naturally occurring water fit to drink, and the villagers had to rely on supplies from the city. It tasted chalky to Nameless. He’d sooner have had beer.

Something to eat would have been nice, too, but there was little enough food for the circus troupe as it was, and certainly not enough to spare. The wildlife of Thanatos, Ardo said, was inedible. Chances are, whatever you bit into would kill you.

Shadrak cursed the lack of planning, but to Nameless’s mind, it was too late to worry about that now. It simply meant they had to move faster and hope they didn’t collapse from starvation before this world of death finished them off.

Kadee said she never needed to eat, and the husk girl showed no signs of hunger, in spite of her sporadic spurts of growth.

The further they went from the villages, the thinner the coating of ash on the ground grew. Swaths of razor-sharp grass stood out in islands, but mercifully, the closer they got to the foothills, the harder the ground became, until they were walking over smooth black rock with the quality of glass. It wasn’t unlike the charred and melted shoreline where Arnoch had once stood, and it set Nameless to wondering if something similar to the dragon’s attack had happened here, or if it was just the natural structure of rock on Thanatos.

They followed a gentle gradient of ebon scree that shifted beneath them and sliced through boot leather. Kadee’s feet were bleeding, but she just gritted her teeth and bore it.

When they reached higher ground, they rested awhile, and Kadee produced a drawstring pouch from between her breasts and set about daubing her cuts with some kind of poultice. Without it, she said, infection would set in, and her flesh would rot within hours. She asked if anyone else had been cut, before secreting the pouch once more beneath her animal-skin top.

Shadrak bound his foster mother’s feet with strips he cut from the hem of his cloak. All the while, Grimwart polished his shield with spit and a rag.

The husk girl stood apart from the group, staring at nothing. The bone stubs above her shoulder blades protruded like fists of ivory.

Nameless offered her a waterskin, but she didn’t react. He poured a little into his cupped hands and held it to her lips. To his surprise, she smiled and bent her head to lap it up.

He lifted the waterskin to take a swig himself, and when he lowered it, she was watching him.

Her eyes were sapphires once more, glittering with an intelligence that seemed to peel away the layers Nameless buried his true nature beneath. Everyone did it, he was certain—wore multiple masks, and not all as obvious as those the Pressers sported.

It felt like a violation, the way she peeked into his depths. He knew only too well what she must have seen there: a darkness blacker than the Void, though even that wasn’t the whole of it. Had she glimpsed beyond that obscuring veil, seen whatever it was he drew upon in his most desperate moments?

He certainly hoped so, because the older he got, the more distance he put between himself and the Ravine Butcher, the more he realized his core was not evil. There was something stronger than that; something he was starting to like.

He knew it was nothing he’d earned by merit. He’d been gifted it by his parents. And it wasn’t just the blood of the Exalted he’d inherited from his mother’s side. It was far more precious and far more fragile. The strength that resided at his core was the knowledge that he’d been loved. Yalla had loved the child in her womb so much, she’d died to protect it. And Droom had loved through the example of his life and the good nature he’d bequeathed his sons.

The realization was an antidote for the loss of name that had been the punishment for his crimes. Even his family name had been ripped from him, removed from every place, every record, every time. But he’d retained the memories of his parents, and the things they’d done to make him who he was. No matter how dark life had grown for him, and no matter how bleak the situation now facing the dwarves, Nameless had to count his blessings.

When Shadrak finished tending to his foster mother and Grimwart had worked every blemish and smudge from his shield, they pressed on into the foothills.

Shadrak went off by himself, scouting ahead unseen. Whereas once Nameless might have found it troubling, expecting a knife in the back at any second, these days he found it reassuring. At least, if the rest of them got into any scrapes, there was always the chance Shadrak would come to their aid, like he’d done so many times before.

Nameless, more than anyone else, understood the looks Kadee gave whenever the assassin acted upon his crueler and more violent instincts. They were looks tinged with an equal measure of sadness and fondness. Shadrak might have been a ruthless killer to most, but to his foster mother and Nameless, he was a wounded soul with a heart as big as any dwarf’s.

“Can we talk?” Grimwart said, breaking Nameless’s train of thought.

“Asking the question is evidence that you can,” Nameless said. “And my response speaks volumes for me. I think our ability to talk is incontestable.”

He didn’t like it, the sourness of his tone, but he couldn’t shake off the irritation he felt around the Black Cloak.

Grimwart did his best to take Nameless’s reply as a joke, but his chuckle sounded forced, as if he were making an effort not to take offense.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said. He’d have to try again. It was no way to talk to anyone, let alone an old friend. Droom would never have been so rude, even to his worst enemy. Not that he’d had any enemies, Nameless’s pa. Droom was as popular as a dwarf could be, and all on account of his humility and his endless supply of wit and good humor. Must have been why Yalla had married beneath her station. Must have been where Nameless got it from, too. So, why had it deserted him now?

“No need to apologize, Nameless. I think I know what this is about.”

“Oh?”

Grimwart stood in front of Nameless and stopped his progress. It’s what he was good at, stopping things. With that huge shield of his, he was as immovable as a mountain. Nameless had seen just what he was made of in the tunnels beneath the volcano, when Duck, as he’d been called then, had been all that stood between the dwarf children and a horde of insatiable feeders.

“I haven’t changed, Nameless,” Grimwart said.

“Changed your name.”

Grimwart dropped his chin to his chest and shook his head with mirth. “If it’ll make you feel better, you can still call me Duck.”

“It would, laddie, but a dwarf should choose what others call him, not the other way round. It took a little time, but I’m starting to warm to Grimwart.”

It was a white lie, but sometimes white lies were necessary. He’d grown used to the name change, but it was the why of it that rankled him. He suspected it was a symptom of something else. There was no point beating about the bush. Grimwart already knew what was troubling him. It just took one of them to come out and say it.

“What made you join up, laddie?”

“Don’t you mean who?”

Grimwart lifted his eyes to Nameless’s. He chewed the end of his mustache, clearly thinking about what to say next; how much to say.

“The Svarks have always gotten under my skin,” Nameless said. “Ever since I first had dealings with them back in my Ravine Guard days.”

“Mine, too,” Grimwart said. “Everyone hates them… us. It’s the nature of the job: spying, stealing, killing—and all in the name of the greater good. But someone has to do it.”

“Do they?”

“The Council thinks so. And if not me, then who?”

“I thought you were better than that, laddie. You were a dwarf I could look up to, someone who’d have my back in a tight scrape.”

“I still do.”

“Pah.” But Nameless knew that was the truth of the matter. Grimwart had done nothing Duck wouldn’t have done since they’d arrived on Thanatos. The only difference was in how Nameless perceived him. In how he viewed the black cloak of a Svark.

Kadee coaxed the husk girl to sit atop the smooth dark rock of the escarpment. She fussed about the girl, examined the bony nubs sticking out of her back.

“What did the Svarks ever do to you?” Grimwart said. A harder edge had crept into his tone. He was running out of patience, and Nameless couldn’t say he blamed him.

“Other than standing in the way of justice, forcing Marshal Thumil to back away from investigations, having a hand in the illegal trade of somnificus, and murdering my brother… nothing. What I don’t get, though, is why Duck”—he paused to emphasize the name—“would want to get involved.”

“He didn’t,” Grimwart said. “I didn’t. Sometimes, you have to do things you don’t want to.”

“I don’t,” Nameless said. He still wasn’t being truthful, but he was powerless against this new strain of belligerence.

“Really? So, you want to be here, do you? Getting eaten alive by insects? Not knowing if you’re suddenly going to be struck down by some invisible death? Because I certainly don’t want to be here. Neither did Kal.” He let their friend’s name hang heavy in the air. “But he came, and so did I. And I bet you were no keener than either of us.”

“Still doesn’t tell me why you joined the Svarks, Grimwart. What was it, power? Notoriety? The chance to influence affairs? No, don’t tell me, it was to get your hands on a steady supply of somnificus so you could while away your retirement in a cloudy haze.”

“Cordy,” Grimwart said so softly Nameless almost missed it.

For a split second, Nameless felt the burning twinge of jealousy, but something about Grimwart’s expression told him he had nothing to worry about.

“When Old Moary was dying, she came to me. She already knew by then she’d been chosen to succeed him. Old Moary insisted on it. She’s shrewd, Cordy. She might be a brewer’s daughter, but she knows dwarves, and she knows politics from when Thumil…” Grimwart faltered, not wanting to say it.

Nameless spared him from having to. “Aye, Cordy knows politics, right enough, and there’s no one shrewder.”

“She asked me to join, Nameless. She knew there would be knives out for her. You know how our people are, how we’ve been since Maldark’s day.”

Sticklers for tradition, scared to make even the slightest change in case it led to disaster. There had never been a woman in charge before, same as the Council of Twelve had always been comprised purely of men.

“Old Moary designated her regent, Nameless, and she was scared. She begged me to join the Svarks so she could have me assigned to her. So I could watch her back. And even when she stood down and re-formed the Council, the threat never went away. If anything, it grew worse when they made her Voice. I’ve been watching her like a hawk, and it’s no easy task, I can tell you.”

Nameless felt such an arse. “Oh, laddie, forgive me. I’ve been a complete and utter shogger.”

“You’re not wrong there,” Grimwart said.

“But,” Nameless said, suddenly full of trepidation, “did anything happen? Did anyone come after her?”

Grimwart’s raise of the eyebrows was confirmation enough, and it made Nameless want to get back to Arnoch even sooner.

“Don’t worry. Say what you like about the Svarks, but we have eyes and ears everywhere. Such threats as there were have been eliminated. She’s fine, for the time being.”

Nameless let out a sigh of relief. “Except she’s beneath the sea, with a five-headed dragon up above, and less than three days of life remaining to her.”

“Well, there is that,” Grimwart said.

Nameless reached out and grasped him by the wrist. “I’m truly sorry, laddie. And I’m grateful you’ve been looking out for her.”

“I know,” Grimwart said. This time, he gave a playful flutter of his eyebrows. “And if it’s any consolation, before we left Arnoch, she asked me to do the same for you.”

Nameless clapped Grimwart on the shoulder then walked past so the Svark wouldn’t see the flush of his face.

She’d asked him? Cordy had asked Grimwart to watch his back?

A lump formed in his throat, and his heart swelled to twice its normal size. For an instant, it shattered the chains of worry that had constricted it, so overwhelmed was he by an influx of joy. But it swiftly passed as his old anxieties came flooding back a hundredfold. He’d always had a lot to lose, given the peril threatening his people, but in that moment, it felt like so much more. It felt like everything.

The bloody circle of the moon was suddenly sliced into a crescent by a guillotine blade of darkness. Nameless blinked, expecting to see the moon’s fullness restored when the cloud or whatever it was passed. Instead, blackness thickened all across the night sky, and the moon was further whittled away. It was like a shutter closing on a lantern. All that remained of the moon was a thin smile of red, and then even that was gone.

Animal cries sounded in response to the pitch black: growls, squawks, hisses, and roars. Most were distant, but closer by, as if awakening amid the rocks they stood upon, things chittered and scuttled, and the drone of a thousand insects filled the air.

Away to the left, at a distance impossible to gauge, staves of light winked into existence, incandescent against the blackness: vertical lines of red, green, blue, and yellow. They were arrayed in a wide circle, as if they marked out a perimeter. Some of them flickered as shadows passed in front.

Out of the night, two tawny eyes blinked open, close enough for Nameless to expect the warm blast of fetid breath. He tightened his grip on Paxy, and in response, she effused a golden glow that was enough to illuminate the ground beneath their feet. The eyes vanished, then reappeared further back, watching. Waiting.

Kadee crouched down in the aureate pool cast by Paxy’s blades. She cocked her head, listening.

“Lassie?” Nameless said, edging closer.

On her other side, Grimwart lifted his shield and scraped his mace along its edge.

Kadee waved her hand for silence.

The husk girl let out a whimper. She hugged her arms as her body trembled.

An insect buzzed in Nameless’s ear. He slapped it away from his face.

“Shog!” Grimwart said. “Something stung me.”

“Be quiet,” Kadee hissed. “We are being—”

A deeper dark streaked toward her. So fast it had to be instinct, Grimwart’s shield swung in the way, and whatever it was rebounded with a dull thud.

Nameless lunged in and swung his axe, but the shadow rolled past the blades. Silver flashed toward his face, missed by a hair’s breadth as he swayed. Another glint came from his right, but Paxy deflected it in the nick of time. And then followed a whirlwind of silver stabs and slashes, swifter than anything should be able to move. Nameless blocked, countered, and dodged so impossibly fast he knew it must be the Axe of the Dwarf Lords enhancing his own preternatural reflexes. It was the only thing keeping him alive.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw more dark shapes flowing toward Grimwart, Kadee, and the husk girl. But there was nothing he could do.

A cold voice spoke in his mind as he continued to weave a web of defense with Paxy’s blurring blades.

Tired. So tired. You need to sleep.

He wanted to tell it to go shog itself, but that would have been all it took. Even the slightest distraction, and he was a dead dwarf.

A shape cannoned into Grimwart’s shield, and he stumbled back. Kadee cried out a curse, and the husk girl emitted a shrill, musical scream.

Nameless struggled for every breath. His heart stampeded through his ribcage, and he was dizzy with exertion. Even with the blood of the Exalted, even with Paxy’s aid, he couldn’t take this pace much longer.

Silver slashed down, and this time, it glanced from Paxy’s blade and grated across his hauberk. Another dagger thrust for his heart, and he stumbled back to avoid it.

There was a rattle of shots. Shadrak? The retorts seemed sharper than those of his flintlocks, and they came in rapid succession.

Flames spewed skyward amid the roaring rush of air. The shadow attacking Nameless broke off and zipped into the surrounding dark. In that instant, he saw it for what it was—the same as the thing that had attacked them in the Forest of Lost Souls: a harvester.

A blur of movement out of the corner of his eye had him turning. The creature attacking Grimwart feinted and then flowed around his shield. The silver of its blade arced down like lightning, and Grimwart grunted as it struck him in the chest.

“No!” Nameless cried. He pulled his arm back to hurl Paxy.

There was another spray of fire, this one angled lower, a warning intended for the creature on the inside of Grimwart’s shield. It instantly turned and fled, and when more streams of flame erupted in a circle around them, the other harvesters—three, at least—vanished into the night.

Incredibly, Grimwart was still on his feet. He was visibly shaken, but he managed a relieved smile. As Nameless approached, he expected to see blood welling from a chest wound, but then he glimpsed the banded ocras armor that was standard issue for the Svarks. Being a Black Cloak, it seemed, was the only thing that had kept Grimwart alive.

Beams of light blazed on in front, behind, and to both sides. Nameless threw up a hand to shield his eyes. Behind the glare he could see silhouettes of men. The light came from the barrels of long, chunky weapons that had to be guns. Smoke plumed from some of them, and one still had a lick of flame at its tip. When the lights were lowered enough for his eyes to adjust, Nameless could make out at least a dozen people.

One of them stepped forward, gun clutched in both hands and roving to keep the four of them covered. He was encased head to toe in black, and appeared unnaturally bulky and full of menace. His face was hidden by some sort of mask—a stubby snout surmounted by two elongated, glassy eyes, lit from within by a soft amber glow. They reflected Nameless’s face back at him.

When the man spoke, his voice came out harsh and grating, muffled by the mask.

“Dwarves,” he said, taking in Grimwart and Nameless. With a wave of his gun, he barked a command to the rest of the group. “Kill them.”

 

 

 




SEVENTEEN

A dozen rifles came to bear on Nameless, Grimwart, Kadee, and the girl.

They were limned in green by the night vision afforded by Shadrak’s goggles. He saw the outline of Grimwart’s shield coming up, a blur of movement from Nameless.

Out of the darkness, Shadrak fired, a flintlock in either hand.

Crack! Crack!

Two men went down.

A third wheeled toward Shadrak, lit him up with a beam of light from atop his rifle. There was a rushing exhalation, sparks and smoke, and flames spewed in a lazy arc from the end of the barrel.

Shadrak flung himself face-first on the ground. Heat scorched the air above him. He rolled beneath the burning stream, came to his feet firing, and hit the scut in the knee. The man gave a muffled scream from behind his snub-nosed mask, and the flames spurting from his gun died.

The two men Shadrak had put down first were halfway to standing. It made no sense. He’d hit them with clean shots, one between the shoulder blades, the other in the kidney. No way they should have got up from that, but here they were turning to face him, angling their rifles his way.

He shot one in the mask, then dived as the other let rip with a barrage of bullets that sent up shards of rock and puffs of dust.

Could they see him, same as he could see them?

The gold-glowing eyes of their masks roamed left and right, their aims uncertain. Firing blind, then. Still, he had to be careful. He had to be quiet.

The goggles’ vision attuned to the glassy ground, colored it in deepening shades of purple to reveal steps and depressions, outcroppings of rock. The beam from a rifle’s flashlight painted his cloak as he slipped behind a low natural wall. No, not natural: a bank of piled rocks, maybe even a cairn for the dead.

Breathing soft and fast through his nose, he peeked around the edge.

The two that should have been dead were advancing with caution, gold eyes panning both ways, light beams scouring the rocks. The one he’d shot in the face hadn’t gotten up again.

Shadrak’s goggles whirred and clicked, adjusting to the pool of soft radiance coming off Nameless’s axe. They augmented the glow, till he could see clear as day.

There were eight—no nine—more men, further back. They were garbed in padded black outfits, and all wearing identical snub-nosed masks. That accounted for the whole group he’d been observing before the harvesters attacked, the people he’d seen leaving the perimeter formed from shafts of light.

He winced at a pang of guilt that he’d not come to the aid of his companions the instant the harvesters attacked, but what could he have done? The gunmen had been between him and the creatures, and they’d done what he’d have had no chance of doing. He’d seen what just one harvester could do by itself. Against a group of them, there was no hope. But these people had driven them off with streams of fire from their guns. It was a wonder Nameless and Grimwart had lasted as long as they did. It was a wonder Kadee hadn’t been slashed and diced into a hundred pieces; that she hadn’t died a second, irrevocable death.

While the two men looking for Shadrak stood their ground the other side of the cairn, the rest kept their light beams trained on Nameless, Grimwart, Kadee, and the husk girl. Why hadn’t they fired? Why hadn’t they obeyed the order to kill?

And then it became obvious.

Nameless had a grip on the neck of the man who’d ordered them killed. His other hand held his axe. The man’s gun lay in two smoldering halves at his feet.

Grimwart covered Nameless’s back with his shield. Kadee protected the girl with her body.

“Tell your men to drop their weapons,” Nameless growled. All hint of playfulness had left his voice. He was once more the Butcher, grim and cold as death.

A light beam shone in Shadrak’s eyes. He heard a sharp inhalation of breath, but he was already moving. A single shot cracked out, but he was under the barrel in a flash and swept the man’s feet from under him. Shadrak followed him down, snagged him in a headlock, without letting go of his flintlocks. A short, sharp twist, a resounding crack, and the man slumped to the ground. The scut might have survived a gunshot, but no amount of armor would save him from a broken neck.

He rolled aside as the second man’s light beam found him. A shot from each flintlock, and the man staggered back.

Shadrak flipped himself to his feet, zigzagged past a wild spray of bullets, and launched himself feet first. He scissored his ankles around the man’s neck and slammed him into the ground. A twist of his hips, another crack, and that was three scuts down.

More light beams found him, but he tumbled away and vaulted behind the wall. Chunks of rock were thrown into the air by a barrage of shots. Shadrak sat with his back to the wall, holstered his guns, and drew a glass sphere from a belt pouch. He’d need to aim long, else Nameless and the others would be caught in the blast. It might not kill the enemy, but it would be one hell of a distraction.

He peeked around the edge once more to gauge his throw. A man and a woman were heading his way, the rest maintaining their cordon about Nameless and the others.

“Last warning, laddie,” Nameless said.

The leader’s shoulders sagged in resignation, but then he slipped a hand inside a pocket. Lighting arced around his frame, and Nameless was flung back ten feet, where he hit the rocky ground hard with the scrunch and jingle of chainmail. His axe hung suspended in the air before the leader. At first, Shadrak thought it was going cut the scut down by itself, but then it sped to Nameless and lit his body with a golden glow.

Grimwart spun and clobbered the leader in the chest with his mace. The man doubled over and crumpled to his knees. The others swung their rifles toward the Black Cloak, but in that moment, Shadrak threw his glass sphere over their heads.

Kadee was already flat on the ground atop the husk girl, and Grimwart got behind his shield as the first rifle fired. Bullets pinged from the metal, and then the globe exploded. The gunmen were catapulted forward by the force, and their weapons skittered across the ground.

Nameless pushed himself to his knees with his axe, then got one leg under him.

The leader was up, too, coughing and rolling his shoulders. His ribs should have been crushed, but he was quickly recovering from Grimwart’s blow. It was no mere padding he was wearing, that was for sure. He drew a long dagger from a concealed sheath. Blue fire licked along its blade.

His men were scrambling about for their guns. Nameless took one lunging step, then another. Grimwart swung back round to confront the leader, and Shadrak sprinted for the shogger’s back, fumbling in his pocket till he felt the cold wire of his garrote.

The flaming blue blade sliced down. Grimwart’s shield came up to meet it. Nameless charged in among the fallen men who were starting to rise. He drew back his axe. Shadrak sprang.

As he wrapped the garrote around the leader’s throat, Kadee got to her feet and cried, “Stop! All of you, now!” Not waiting to see if anyone obeyed, she took three swift steps toward the leader struggling to dislodge Shadrak, and said, “Warlord, it’s me, Kadee.”

Shadrak tightened his legs around the Warlord’s ribs, but slackened off his grip on the garrote, waiting to see what happened before he sliced the shogger’s head from his shoulders.

Grimwart peeked over the top of his shield. Nameless growled and stomped, and the man confronting him skittered back, almost dropping his rifle in the process.

“Kadee?” the Warlord said. The blue flames edging his blade went out. He wedged a gloved hand between the garrote and his throat. All tension left his body, and so Shadrak released the garrote and dropped lightly to the ground, circling round to stand with his foster mother.

The Warlord slid his mask up on top of his head. He had a lean face, clean-shaven, and dark, thoughtful eyes. “The forest has restored you, I see. Last time we met, you were aged and close to a second death.”

Taking their cue from their leader, the others still standing raised their masks. They were all human, and some were women, though it was difficult to tell at first due to the bulk of their clothing.

Like an animal coaxed from its hidey hole by the offer of food, Grimwart emerged from behind his shield.

Nameless delivered a scathing glare to the men and women in front of him, then shouldered his axe and went to hover like a protective father beside the husk girl.

“But so far from the Forest of Lost Souls, Kadee?” the Warlord said. “I thought you would have learned your lesson last time.”

“Things change.” Kadee reached out a hand and touched the Warlord’s cheek. Then she guided his face to look at Shadrak. “Circumstances change. Warlord, this is my boy, Shadrak.”

The Warlord’s eyes widened for an instant, same as everyone’s did when they first took in Shadrak’s appearance. “The boy you never stopped talking about?”

Kadee nodded with obvious pride. Shadrak felt awkward about that. He wasn’t sure he deserved it.

“I’d always envisaged a child,” the Warlord said, “but Shadrak here is a full grown man.” There was no hint of mockery in his tone, no condescending sneer at Shadrak’s height.

“A man is always a babe to his mother,” Kadee said with a smile.

“Warlord,” one of the women said, a firm grip on her rifle, eyes trained on the night even as she approached. “The harvesters: there will be others.”

The Warlord nodded that he’d heard. To Kadee, he said, “We should speak at my camp. It’s not safe to remain here.”

Shadrak was startled by the clatter and clang of Grimwart’s shield as it hit the ground, and then the dwarf teetered on his feet, moaned, and crumpled in a heap on top of it.

“Laddie!” Nameless cried and ran to his side. He got down on one knee but clearly had no idea what to do. He sought out Kadee with his eyes, looked at her for help.

“He was stung,” Nameless said. “Just before those shogging harvesters attacked. An insect, I think.”

Kadee knelt over Grimwart, turned his head till she located an angry red welt on the back of his neck. Black lines spread out from it like fractures. Kadee fished out her poultice bag, but the Warlord placed a restraining hand on her wrist.

“Too late for herbs, Kadee. We need to get him to our camp where we have proper medical supplies.”

Kadee nodded, and the Warlord signaled for two of his people to come forward and carry the dwarf.

Nameless waved them back. “No, I’ll do it.”

He’d barely laid his axe down, when shadows burst into the soft pool of light surrounding them. A man screamed as twin blades of silver ripped through his chest.

In one blindingly swift motion, Nameless swept up his axe, spun to his feet, and chopped down. There was a pulpy thud, and the harvester was split from head to thorax. As its victim slumped to the ground in a rapidly growing pool of blood, the creature was held up by Nameless’s axe embedded halfway down its body.

The Warlord’s people responded to the attack with a sustained wall of flame that drove the rest of the shadows off. Nameless yanked his axe free, and the harvester dropped like rotten fruit from a branch.

Shadrak felt himself gawping as much as the Warlord was. He knew Nameless was fast, but the longer they spent on Thanatos, the sharper he was getting. Somehow, axe and dwarf were working in synergy, like they both knew they had to up their game if they were going to survive this.

Nameless took it all in his stride, turning to Shadrak with a shrug and saying, “Took me longer than I’d like, but I think my eye’s in now.” Then, turning to face the dark the creatures had fled into, he yelled in the Butcher’s icy tone, “You hear that, shoggers? My eye’s in!”

Shadrak focused his goggles in the same direction. The harvesters didn’t show up in green like everything else; they were merely deeper splotches of darkness that were almost impossible to read. But he was getting used to them, and he could see they were still moving away. Maybe they’d given up.

On an afterthought, he turned to face the way he and his companions had come up the escarpment.

Still distant, but definitely heading this way, a bank of green-limned cloud was drifting against the breeze. He increased magnification with a toggle of the dial at the side of the goggles. It was still blurry and indistinct, but he thought he could make out movement within the cloud—or rather, the cloud was comprised of hundreds of diaphanous shapes, gliding on tattered wings with the consistency of smoke.

He glanced at Kadee, and she was watching him like she already knew.

The Warlord had guessed, too, for he said, “Soul-stealers?” and Kadee nodded. “Then what are we waiting for? You, you, and you”—he jabbed his finger at a two men and a woman—“fetch Clem, Stancy, and Boros.” He glowered at Shadrak, but swiftly softened his expression out of deference to Kadee. “The man you shot in the face, and the two whose necks you broke.”

Shadrak wrinkled his nose and curled his lip.

“And don’t forget Derrin.” The Warlord gestured for someone else to fetch the man the harvester had killed.

The woman glanced at a spot on the ground, then said, “Clem’s gone. His body, I mean.”

“The others, too,” one of the men said. “They must have taken them. All that’s left is these.” He slung a rifle to the Warlord and shouldered the other himself.

The Warlord clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. “Bloody harvesters. All right, people, we’re done here. Grab the other guns and let’s go.”

 

 

 




EIGHTEEN

With Grimwart’s unconscious body draped over one shoulder and Paxy slung over the other, Nameless approached the palisade of scintillant rods that marked the perimeter of the Warlord’s camp.

Kadee held Grimwart’s shield, and the Warlord carried his mace.

Through the barrier, Nameless could see tents of some glossy white fabric clustered about a space large enough to encompass a small village. Upward of a hundred people bustled about inside or were stationed at posts set around the perimeter, eyes glued to the dark beyond. Everyone was armed, most with long guns, but some with smaller weapons holstered at their hips.

The staves that made up the palisade were of different hues of stark light, and they each emitted hums of varying pitches. If he’d not known better, Nameless would have assumed it was magic, but he’d seen enough of Shadrak’s lore craft to hazard a different theory.

“What is this, laddie, Sektis Gandaw’s leftovers?”

Everyone knew there were artifacts from the Mad Sorcerer’s rule dotted all over Aosia. It stood to reason the same lore could have reached Thanatos, too.

“Sektis who?” the Warlord said with a shake of his head. “These are things I brought back from my world. Each time I return, I bring more supplies, weapons, anything we need to keep up the fight.”

“Your world?” Nameless said.

“Earth.”

Nameless shrugged.

“I’m not surprised you’ve never heard of it, but it is a world of great natural beauty: green seas and blue skies—save for in the winter, when everything turns grey and miserable.”

“Question is,” Shadrak said. “Who are you fighting?”

The Warlord gestured for them all to pass between the staves of light as he answered. “The city and its rulers, for one thing, but mostly this whole damned world.”

As Nameless drew close to the barrier, the hairs on his forearms stood up, and he stepped back.

“Don’t worry,” the Warlord said. “They’re attuned to the many threats Thanatos has to offer: birds, beasts, insects. The frequencies of light and sound serve as deterrents to all but the most determined of attackers.”

Nameless exchanged looks with Shadrak, neither of them keen to go first. In the end, Kadee rolled her eyes and stepped between two staves, leading the husk girl by the hand.

“Stay outside in the dark, if you like,” the Warlord said, “but I’m gasping for a cup of tea.” He passed through next, and the survivors of his group followed.

Feeling a little foolish, Nameless gritted his teeth and took a step forward. He hesitated and said, “After you, laddie.”

Shadrak sighed and shook his head. “For shog’s sake.” He swirled his cloak about him and entered the settlement on the other side of the fence of lights.

“Just being polite,” Nameless said, shutting his eyes as he stepped across the threshold. He felt the prickle of heat, and the buzzing of the staves peaked for an instant in his ears. Once inside the barrier, there was such a change of atmosphere, he breathed a sigh of relief. The air felt cooler, crisper, and there was a pervasive sense of calm.

The Warlord relayed some commands, and within moments a team arrived with a stretcher. They were dressed like the others in padded black outfits that left nothing exposed but their heads, and even they were capped with the same snub-nosed masks, ready to be pulled down in an instant.

Nameless lowered Grimwart to the stretcher, and they carried him away to one of the tents.

When Nameless started to follow, the Warlord said, “He’ll be fine. A shot of antibiotics, and adrenaline, if needed. The secret is to treat it fast, before the venom does too much harm. Thanatos is a deadly planet, a world geared up only to kill.”

“Scutting shithole, is what it is,” Shadrak said.

Kadee chastised him with a click of her tongue.

The Warlord’s attention switched to the husk girl. With a series of subtle nods, he dismissed the party that had accompanied him. “I’ve encountered dwarves before.” He frowned as he said it. “And you’ve told me Shadrak is your son, Kadee.”

Nameless almost corrected him and said “foster son,” but maybe Kadee didn’t refer to Shadrak that way for a reason. Maybe she wanted to increase the sense that they belonged to each other, that they were family. And who was Nameless to deny it? There was an energy between the two, a frisson that formed the missing key to the mystery of his friend’s personality. Whatever Shadrak might have grown into, from a very early age, he’d been Kadee’s son, and she’d loved him, same as Droom had loved Nameless, and Yalla would have, too, had she’d lived past his birth. It vindicated Nameless’s defense of Shadrak, in spite of all the terrible things the assassin had done. No one else saw it—the streak of good in him—but now Nameless could see where it came from.

“And who are you?” the Warlord said, walking a tight circle around the husk girl, pausing to study the bony nubs on her back.

“A friend,” Nameless said when she didn’t answer.

The Warlord eyed her warily. “What’s clear to me,” he said, “is that none of you are from the city: you lack the waxy complexion, the hollow eyes and gauntness; and you’re way too feisty to be from the villages. The only other place on Thanatos you could possibly have come from is the Forest of Lost Souls, but that’s a sanctuary for the once dead.” He looked at Kadee and chewed his lip, then turned to take in Nameless, Shadrak, and the husk girl. “And you all strike me as very much alive. Given that Shadrak is Kadee’s son, I assume you came from her world, Aosia. But how, if you’re not dead?”

“They arrived at the portal, same as you did,” Kadee said.

“Really?” The Warlord’s eyes widened, and he slipped his hand inside the pocket of his padded jacket. It must have been an unconscious movement, as the moment he realized he was doing it, he withdrew his hand.

“There was another portal in the citadel of Arnoch,” Nameless said, “the ancestral home of the dwarf lords.”

The Warlord stiffened. “Which brings me to my next question. You’re clearly different to the dwarf lords of the Dark Citadel, because we’re still alive, still talking.”

“Which presumably has something to do with why you tried to kill us,” Nameless said.

“Kill or be killed. That’s the only law here on Thanatos. And believe me, there are none better at it than the dwarf lords. We are at war with them. At least, we would be, if we didn’t avoid each other like the plague. But let’s save that. Surely, you need to eat.”

“You’re not wrong there, laddie. All I’ve had is water since Arnoch. We were in such a hurry, we didn’t think to pack lunch.”

The Warlord frowned at the costrel hanging from Nameless’s belt. “You brought your own water, I hope?”

“A gift from a fellow named Ardo.”

“Ardo the Great? You met him?” The Warlord smiled and shook his head. “Ah, if only you’d brought him with you. We could use a man like that.”

“So he said, laddie. And he’ll come round, given time, assuming your cause is just.”

“Oh, it’s just, all right,” the Warlord said. “But before I bore you with the details, let’s eat, and you can tell me what stupidity brings you to Thanatos.”

He led them inside one of the white tents. A soft violet glow effused from tubes of crystal hanging from the frame. At the rear, a bedroll had been bundled into a corner, and there were metal boxes stacked up against the canvas walls. The Warlord opened one and took a shiny black cylinder from it. He set it on the groundsheet and screwed a wire-framed circle to its top. When he turned a knob on its side, blue fire sprang up. A few more twists, and it settled into a wavering orange flame.

The Warlord gestured for them to be seated around the fire, and then located a brass kettle, which he filled with water from a flask and placed atop the flame. As he set out tin mugs and put a gauze bag filled with brown leaves in each of them, he encouraged Nameless to tell their story.

By the time Nameless got to the bit about the five-headed dragon and the lore craft, Grimwart was ushered into the tent by a woman who nodded to the Warlord that the dwarf was going to be all right before leaving.

Nameless made room for Grimwart, and the Warlord handed him a cup of steaming brew, which he called tea.

“Milk and sugar?” the Warlord asked.

Nameless stared long and hard at the brown liquid in his mug. “Don’t suppose you have any beer?”

“Afraid not. Maybe on my next trip home.”

Nameless took a sip and scalded his lips. “Milk, then, laddie. And why not a bit of sugar? After all that fighting, I’m sure it won’t do me any harm.”

What the Warlord referred to as milk came in packets of powder, and the sugar was meted out in individually portioned sachets.

“So, let me get this straight,” the Warlord said. “On Aosia, your people, the dwarves, are in danger of extinction due to a gigantic dragon with five heads attacking their citadel, and the only hope you have of saving them is if you can find and persuade the dwarf lords to return with you?”

“That’s about the long and the short of it,” Nameless said.

“But your people have had no contact with the dwarf lords for some time.”

“Centuries,” Grimwart said in between slurps of tea. He was still looking a bit pasty, but the black veins emanating from the welt on his neck had retreated, and the bite mark was covered by thin white strips that gave off an astringent smell.

“Centuries,” the Warlord echoed. “A lot can happen in all that time. People can change.”

“I’m aware of that,” Nameless said, “but heroes are always heroes, at the end of the day.”

Shadrak snorted at that, but when Nameless glared, the assassin went back to concentrating on drinking his tea without burning himself.

Kadee’s tea sat untouched in front of her. She stared into the noxious brew as if she could see things in it. Judging by the frown etched into her face, it was nothing good.

“Biscuit, anyone?” the Warlord said, fishing about in one of his boxes and coming up with a cylindrical packet colored a glossy blue. “Or do you call them cookies?” There were words in white all about the packet’s surface, inked no doubt with some mystical pen of perfect handwriting.

Flat, overcooked cakes, barely big enough for a single mouthful, is what they looked like to Nameless, but he took one anyway and bit into it. Anything had to be better than tea.

The crunch brought with it a subtle sweetness that had him instantly salivating and grunting appreciatively.

“Even better if you dunk,” the Warlord said, dipping his biscuit in his tea and then biting into its sodden texture. He closed his eyes as he savored the taste.

Nameless did the same, then washed it down with a few slurps of tea, filtering the heat out with his lips. Somehow, miraculously, the biscuit made the tea taste better. It was almost palatable.

“I’m not disputing that these dwarf lords of old were the heroes you claim,” the Warlord said, “but I can only go by experience. The dwarves I ran into here in their Dark Citadel were anything but heroes. Quite the opposite, I’d say. But they claimed they were lords who’d traveled to Thanatos from a distant world when their ancestral home sunk beneath the waves. It’s a tale startlingly like your own. Oh, they weren’t the original immigrants I met. They’ve been here for generations, so they told me.”

Shadrak set down his teacup and brushed biscuit crumbs from his stubbly beard. “Sounds to me you were quite pally. What happened?”

The Warlord chewed his lip, then his eyes suddenly flicked to the husk girl and her untouched cup of tea.

“Not drinking?”

Nameless expected her usual dumbness, but the girl looked to Kadee, as if for permission. Kadee nodded, and the girl took her cup in both hands and lowered her head to sip. When she peered above the rim, her eyes shone a brilliant blue, sparkling with gratitude.

The Warlord coughed into his fist, clearly unsettled. With an effort, he drew his focus back to Shadrak.

“What happened, you ask?” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a hexagon of stone. “This happened. I’m ashamed to say, I stole it from them.”

Nameless leaned forward and reached for the stone, but the Warlord snatched it back. It was the same shape and size as the keystone to the arch beneath Arnoch, and that made it a perfect fit for the portal outside the Forest of Lost Souls.

“When I first arrived on Thanatos,” the Warlord said, “like the dwarf lords, I was a very different person. He cocked his head and spoke directly to Kadee. “You asked me once why I adopted the name Warlord, Kadee.” He chuckled to himself. “Before coming here, I was anything but. Thanatos taught me that names are vitally important.”

“Tell me about it,” Nameless said. He set his cup down. The tea had gone back to tasting worse than Ironbelly’s.

“This place is cruel, uncompromising. You either harden up, and quickly, or you die. The name is like a mask: it bestows an identity. It reminds me of what I must be to survive—if I am to help my people survive.”

“Thought you could come and go,” Shadrak said. He pointed at the hexagonal stone in the Warlord’s hand. “And I’m guessing that’s how. So, why not just shog off where you came from and not come back?”

The Warlord gave an enigmatic smile and dropped his chin to his chest. There was a long pause before he answered.

“On Earth, I was a scholar. It doesn’t matter what of. Most people yawn whenever I start talking about it. Suffice it to say, my studies were all-consuming, and they cost me a great deal. I didn’t realize at the time, but you never do until it’s too late.”

Kadee reached over and rested her hand on his arm. “The Warlord was married on Earth,” she said. “And he had a son and a daughter.”

The Warlord sighed, and a shudder ran beneath his padded clothing. “I didn’t come here by choice. I came here as a result of my work, of the obsessions that drove my family away and set me on a path into mysteries that no man should live to see.”

“What mysteries?” Grimwart said. His eyes were narrowed, and his imagination was clearly fired.

The Warlord waved off Grimwart’s question. “It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that Thanatos changed me. In many ways, for the worse. It toughened me up, made me into the Warlord. But it also whittled away my self-absorption and made me care more about others, about the people I found here in the villages. People who are penned in between the black mountains, the Forest of Lost Souls, and the city. They are cattle, fattened for the slaughter. Just thank your lucky stars you never made it to the city.”

It was a strange irony, becoming the Warlord making him more caring of others. Still, hadn’t something similar happened to Nameless after his name had been stripped from him? Certainly, after the black axe’s hold over him had been broken.

“I often wondered what manner of name I would choose for myself,” Nameless said. By way of explanation, he told the Warlord, “Mine was taken from me in punishment for my crimes. I’ve been called plenty of other names since, but none seemed to fit.”

“I don’t know,” Shadrak said, “Lard-arse worked for me.”

Grimwart sniggered. “We used to speculate about what your real name was, me and Kal. He reckoned it was Nigel, but I always thought it would have been something like Fart-Ripper.”

“When they tried to make me king,” Nameless said, doing his best not to laugh, “the Council wanted to call me Arios II, but I thought it was disrespectful. I met King Arios once, when Arnoch was under the sea the first time. No more than a skeleton, he was, but still more of a dwarf than any I’ve seen before or since.”

“Yeah, well I’ve grown used to Nameless,” Shadrak said.

“And I’ve grown used to Warlord,” the Warlord said, “though it will always sound melodramatic to my ears. My real name is far less striking, and it tells nothing about who I am, which is the point I was trying to make. Call yourself a warrior, and you’ll fight. Call yourself a survivor, and you might just live; but go by the name of Harry Chesterton…” He raised his eyes to the ceiling of the tent.

“But that is a name that means something to your children,” Kadee said. “To Charlie and Claire.”

The Warlord drew in a long, slow breath; let it trickle out so imperceptibly Nameless half-wondered if he was holding it in till he burst apart from the strain.

The silence that clung uncomfortably to the inside of the tent was broken by the hubbub of voices from outside. Shadows passed across the canvas, and then a large man ducked inside. More than large: a veritable giant.

“Ardo!” the Warlord said, standing to greet the strongman.

Nameless stood, too, and shook Ardo’s hand with vigor. For a moment, he thought the strongman wasn’t going to let go, but then, with a twinkle in his eye, he did.

Ardo was still dressed in his stage gear: sandals laced to his knees, and a loincloth. His muscular frame was riddled with bites and stings, laddered with scars from where thorny vegetation must have raked across it. He looked pale and haggard, and Nameless figured a lesser man wouldn’t still be alive, given the amount of poison probably running through his veins.

“Sit,” the Warlord commanded. “You need treatment.”

“Nonsense,” Ardo said. “I’ve built up an immunity after years of getting stung.”

“Even so,” the Warlord said. He rummaged about in his boxes and set about cleaning Ardo’s wounds, applying lotions, and jabbing him with a needle.

While the Warlord worked, Ardo spoke.

“What you did back there,” he said to Nameless first, then took in Shadrak and Grimwart, “set a fire in my belly. The Warlord has been after me to fight alongside him for ages, but seeing it done, seeing you stand up to the Pressers while the rest of us did nothing, put me to shame. I’ve come to join you, Warlord. I only hope you’ll do me a favor in return. You see, Nameless here has twice taught me a lesson. The one I’ve already mentioned, and the other was not to cheat. That even in losing there is courage and no shame.”

“So,” the Warlord said, capping the needle and dropping it into a yellow container, “what’s this going to cost me?”

“Food, for one thing,” Ardo said. “I’m half-starved.”

“Hear, hear,” Nameless said. “I don’t want to be rude, but when you mentioned eating, I envisaged a spit-roasted hog, not a wafer-thin biscuit and a cup of tea.”

“Forgive me,” the Warlord said. “Tea’s something of a ritual back home, but you’re right, I promised you food.” He returned to his boxes and dug out rectangular packets, which he handed to each of them. Kadee declined, but everyone else, including the husk girl, ripped open the packets and set about the contents with a gusto.

Nameless didn’t know whether to gag or sigh with pleasure. The moist, chewy bar within was a strange combination of sweetness and salt, and it had a metallic aftertaste that wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

“Good,” Ardo mumbled around a mouthful. “The real reason I came. I’ve missed these. But in all seriousness, my friend, I would ask something more of you. Lead Nameless and his companions to the dwarf lords, then use the keystone you showed me to get them home.”

“I’ve already made up my mind to help,” the Warlord said. “For Kadee’s sake. But having you here, Ardo, is a godsend.” He faced Shadrak. “When I first stumbled upon the portal on Earth and came to Thanatos, I appeared in the Forest of Lost Souls, but unlike the others there, I wasn’t dead. I didn’t die on Earth. I merely got caught up in something I should have left well alone.”

He closed his eyes, no doubt remembering. A shudder rippled through his padded clothes, and then he blinked his eyes back into focus on Shadrak.

“Your mother came to me and taught me how to survive. When I first left the forest and was bitten and stung close to death, she nursed me back to health.”

Kadee leaned her head against his shoulder, and he twiddled with the crystals in her hair.

Shadrak stiffened, but he relaxed when it became clear there was no more to it than the affection Kadee showed him, and not only him: the husk girl, too. Nameless was starting to see why Shadrak felt such love for his foster mother. It was hard not to. As far as he could tell, Kadee had no natural children of her own, but she was utterly maternal with absolutely everyone she came into contact with.

“So, I owe her, Shadrak,” the Warlord continued. “I owe her my life; and I know there is nothing she wouldn’t do for you.”

She was already doing it, as far as Nameless was concerned. Risking everything to bring them this far, and all because Shadrak was there for Nameless, and she was there for her son.

A flicker of worry passed across the Warlord’s face. He turned to Nameless and said, “But you should know, there is bad blood between me and the dwarf lords. It was never easy, even before I stole the stone. They are an arrogant race, and unforgiving.”

“Let me worry about that,” Nameless said. “Just get us to them and lend us the stone.”

“That I can’t do,” the Warlord said. “It’s my only lifeline to home. You’re going to have your work cut out persuading the dwarf lords not to attack us. The minute they see my people anywhere close to their lands, the war will be back on. But if you can get us beyond that, if you can negotiate a truce, then I will bring the stone to the portal and see you through.”

“Then just get us as close to the dwarf lords as you can,” Shadrak said. To Nameless, he added, “I’ll scout on ahead and see what we’re up against.”

Nameless nodded his agreement. “But whatever you do, laddie, save first contact for me. I got you into this, and it’s my responsibility.”

He didn’t like the way the Warlord made the dwarf lords sound. It was hard enough coming to Thanatos and weathering all this death world could throw at them. Last thing he needed was a confrontation with the very people who constituted Arnoch’s only hope.

“There’s just one other problem,” the Warlord said. “Whenever I travel back through the portal, I end up where I started, at a reciprocal portal on Earth, though it is permanently activated and requires no stone that I can see.”

“And your point, laddie?” Nameless said.

“Is that the portal always sends me to Earth, yet you need to return to Aosia.”

Nameless felt a clump of coldness set in his guts. He hadn’t even considered that.

“There has to be a way to determine where the portal leads,” Shadrak said. “Some sort of controls or combination.” He must have been thinking of the lore craft. Give him his due, though, he’d hardly said a word on the subject since the dragon had destroyed it.

The Warlord shrugged.

“Well, if anyone knows,” Grimwart said, “it’s got to be the dwarf lords. I mean, they came through from Arnoch, same as we did, and they used to own the keystone, you say.”

“Stands to reason,” the Warlord said. “But that only makes my dilemma worse. It won’t be enough for me to lead you to them. My people and theirs are going to have to cooperate, and from what I’ve seen, there’s as much chance of that as a harvester rolling onto its back for a tummy tickling.”

“That reminds me,” Ardo said. “On my way here, I saw a huge flock of soul-stealers heading in the same direction, slow as you like, but they had most definitely picked up a trail.”

All eyes turned to Kadee, and she winced. Nameless hadn’t noticed it before, but she seemed to have aged again. Her hair was now equal portions of black and white, and the skin of her neck was rumpled. New lines, and not just from worry, crisscrossed her face, and, he was ashamed to say, her breasts had lost some of their pertness. The only thing that remained the same was her eyes. They were glistening, in part from unshed tears, partly from grim determination to see this through.

“You should go back,” the Warlord said. “Back to the forest.”

“I think it’s too late for that,” Ardo said. “The soul-stealers have fanned out into a pincer. The only way around would involve a trek of many miles, much of it away from the protection of the ash you and your people reclaimed the untamed ground with.”

“Agreed,” the Warlord said. “Even armed and armored like us, you’d not last more than a few hours.”

“Then we press ahead,” Kadee said with a nonchalant shrug.

Shadrak took her hand in his and lifted it to his lips.

She smiled and stroked his hair, pulling his head into her bosom so he wouldn’t see the teardrop that broke loose to track its way down her cheek.

 

 

 




NINETEEN

They left the Warlord’s camp as the black sun crested the horizon and painted the sky with its crepuscular glow. It was a hard trek through the foothills of the ebon mountains. The only relief was that the Warlord’s people carried portable light staves with them, which warded against the ever-present threat of insects.

Shadrak drifted into the lead, like he always did. He scurried up the far bank of a gully and stood surveying the sheer walls of the mountain rising into the cloud cover.

The Warlord came up next, snub-nosed mask pulled down over his face, the glowing golden eyes making him seem like something you might encounter in the Abyss. He was followed by the husk girl, to all appearances still vacant, but leading Kadee by the hand.

Shadrak’s foster mother was getting her stoop back, and grey hair multiplied on her head with every passing hour. Comforting as it was to see Kadee returning to how he remembered her, it was also a hammer waiting to fall. Shadrak knew she couldn’t have much longer left, but even if they turned back and headed for the Forest of Lost Souls, they would never make it past the soul-stealers.

“There,” the Warlord said, pointing about midway up the mountain.

Shadrak squinted but saw nothing. As he fished out his goggles and put them on, Nameless trudged up behind him.

“I see it, right enough, laddie. They’ve done a good job of concealing it, but you can’t hide stonework from a miner’s son.”

Shadrak slipped on the goggles and waited for them to adjust. The surface of the mountain blurred and then re-formed in stark lines. The goggles overlaid shadows and light, and piece by piece, a structure that was anything but natural stood apart from the rock face in sharp relief.

“Shog, that’s creepy,” Shadrak said.

“That’s dwarves,” Grimwart said, emerging from the gully with a clutch of the Warlord’s people in his wake.

Ardo the Great was with them, having squeezed into the same padded black outfit they all wore, a mask atop his shock of tow hair. Apparently, the clothing had an inner layer of some kind of armor, lighter and far tougher than steel.

Shadrak could see why the Warlord referred to the bastion of the dwarf lords as the Dark Citadel. The whole edifice appeared to have been carved from the shimmering black rock of the mountain. It wasn’t anywhere near the scale of Arnoch, but there were definite similarities in the architecture. Gently sloping curtain walls tapered into wedge-shaped buttresses. A squat gatehouse thrust out in front, the doors a barely perceptible hairline crack. Twin turrets flanked the gatehouse, pocked with embrasures, which showed up in the vision afforded by the goggles as darker strains of black. Above the battlements atop the curtain walls, a third tower rose, its roof a flat expanse of stone an army could stand upon.

Maybe it was part of the concealment, or maybe it was from lack of the right tools, seeing as the first dwarves to settle here had been evacuated in somewhat of a hurry, but the masonry didn’t seem up to par with that at Arx Gravis and Arnoch. The walls were constructed from monstrous blocks of black stone, mortared dark as pitch, but not the seamless joins of the dwarven architecture Shadrak had seen before. Maybe they didn’t have cat burglars on Thanatos, because if they did, any half-decent thief could climb the tallest tower, even wearing mittens.

“This is as far as we can take you,” the Warlord said. “We’ll wait for you down in the gully. Just be sure you tell the dwarf lords we’re with you and ensure they’ll honor a truce.” He tapped his rifle to illustrate what would happen otherwise.

Shadrak had no idea how many dwarf lords there would be, but the Warlord had only committed an escort of twenty. Still, even with just twenty of those rapid-fire, flame-spewing guns, the dwarf lords wouldn’t stand a chance. Or would they? The Warlord was clearly worried about them, and he obviously couldn’t wait to retreat to the apparent no-man’s-land of the gully.

Shadrak glanced at Nameless, only hoping his friend found what he was looking for here.

As Nameless and Grimwart thanked the Warlord for his help and watched his people disappear back down into the gully, Shadrak’s eyes were drawn to Kadee. As before, when she’d lain wasting away in her bed, his stomach knotted at the thought that this might be their last moment together.

The husk girl had an arm looped through Kadee’s. Now, she was the one offering support. Her eyes retained their sapphire glow, and the nubs on her back had grown into bones the size of forearms. She was taller, too, Shadrak could have sworn, and her glittering golden hair now reached her waist. Beneath her gossamer dress, her figure had grown even more feminine, and Shadrak had to force himself to look away.

Kadee saw and smiled. It was her old familiar smile, the one she’d given him throughout their life together. The one that had remained plastered on her face when she’d breathed her last.

“This is the most I’ve aged since I arrived on Thanatos,” she said. “Usually, I don’t make it past the villages before the soul-stealers appear and I turn back. But those times when I was away from the safety of the forest were the moments I lived for, if living is what you can call this second snatch of life. For it was then that I reached out to you, fellah. Somehow, the trees blocked my spirit, but outside their confines, I was able to soar, like the Clever Folk of the Aculi, whose souls fly free of their bodies.”

“And you were a right pain in the arse each time you cropped up in my mind,” Shadrak said. He was joking, and she knew it. He could tell from the moisture in her eyes, the trembling of her still smiling lips.

“I only wish I could plague you more,” she said. “When I am gone. Truly gone, for good.”

Shadrak felt her words like a punch in the chest. A lump worked its way up his throat, threatened to choke him.

“It’s all right, fellah,” Kadee said. “I lived my life, my real life. What we have now is a bonus. But it has never felt right to me, this half-existence on Thanatos. The Archon told me we had been snared like insects by a pitcher plant, that this isn’t my spirit’s true resting place. Maybe the only way to leave here is to die anew. I am ready for that, now that I have seen you again. Death once died loses its sting.”

“But you will still be trapped here,” Shadrak said, “a new tree in the Forest of Lost Souls.”

“A tree, yes, but I will not know it. When my body dies, the soul-stealers will come for me, if they don’t get me before that. Tarik believes they feed souls to Thanatos itself, high in the peaks of these very mountains.”

“I won’t let them,” Shadrak said.

“You cannot stop them, fellah. Same as you could not stop the cancer that first killed me.”

He spun away from her, looking for something to take his anger out on. When he saw nothing suitable, he slammed his fist into his palm and cursed.

Kadee’s hand on his shoulder coaxed him to turn back and face her.

“You will never lose me, fellah. Not really.” She touched her palm to his heart. “You will always carry me in here.”

He shook his head, fighting back the tears. “No. I’m not losing you again. If we move fast, reach the citadel, maybe the dwarf lords will have a way to get you back to the forest in time.”

She inclined her head and bobbed it, as if she thought that was a possibility.

“I can do this by myself, if you two need more time together,” Nameless said.

The husk girl released Kadee’s arm and glided to the dwarf’s side. She seemed to be offering to go with Nameless, do Shadrak’s job for him. More than that, something about the way she looked at Shadrak with her brilliant blue eyes said she had forgiven him for wanting to sell her, and yet he’d done nothing to warrant it. He wasn’t even sure he wanted her forgiveness. But one thing was for certain: any warming of the husk girl’s heart toward him was down to Kadee. The affection his foster mother exuded for Shadrak was contagious. It told people he was more than just a killer; that he had a heart. That he was capable of loving and being loved. He covered the realization with a scowl. That wasn’t how he wanted to be seen. It was the kind of sentimental bullshit that would get him killed.

“No,” Shadrak said, eyes meeting Kadee’s and now shedding tears freely. “I said I’d scout ahead, so that’s what I’ll do.”

Nameless squeezed his shoulder, and Kadee nodded.

Shadrak held her fingers for a long, lingering moment, then pulled up his hood and ran for the nearest incline without looking back.

He worked his way up a series of natural steps, careful to avoid the scorpions skittering between cracks, and the vipers nesting in depressions. When he reached a long, winding path worn into the rock, he looked down to see his companions slowly progressing up the steps. Rather than follow the wend of the path, he chose instead to climb the vertical rock face. It was less likely that approach was being watched. Let the dwarf lords observe the others coming up the obvious route, but he intended to see them before they saw him.

Down below, Nameless was singing some jaunty ditty about a whore he once knew crushing boulders between her hairy breasts. Whatever struck your fancy, Shadrak supposed. If it had been anyone else, he would have cursed them for an amateur, but Nameless knew what he was doing: showing the dwarf lords he wasn’t a threat, that he wasn’t sneaking up on them unannounced. And, he was also telling them he wasn’t scared.

Shadrak had to choose his handholds carefully. Ants and centipedes crawled out of the many nooks and crevices, and he didn’t want to chance a bite or a sting. His cloak seemed to draw the heat of the dark sun, and his back was drenched with sweat. His grip grew slippery from it, and he had to make frequent stops to catch his breath.

When he reached the top, he saw that he’d alighted on the same meandering pathway, only fifty feet or more above.

A hundred feet further up, skirted by a bank of scree, he could see the buttressed base of the citadel’s walls.

The mountain path was wider here, broader than the main streets threading their way through Jeridium. And there was nothing natural about it now. The black stone was uniformly flat, though there were grooves worn into its surface, following its course up the mountain. They looked like scars in the rock, but then Shadrak realized what they were: the impressions of cartwheels etched into the road from years, if not centuries, of use.

The first thing he did was get off the road. He crossed to the other side and set about climbing another, higher, wall of rock. Nameless’s song was now an echo on the breeze, muffled and far below.

Halfway up, Shadrak found a narrow ledge and stopped for a breather, pressing his back to the wall and gazing out across the dour skies.

That’s when he saw a black shape drifting toward him. At first, he thought it was the motion of the clouds, making it seem the black sun was moving his way, but as the goggles whirred and clicked into focus, he saw it wasn’t round, as he’d first thought; it was shaped like a teardrop, and beneath it hung a basket. He cycled the goggles through various modes until the teardrop burned crimson in his vision. Whatever it was, was filled with intense heat. Below it, in the basket, red splotches moved about: people. More than likely dwarves.

Shadrak pulled off the goggles and tucked them in a belt pouch. He didn’t need their help to see what it was now, it had drifted so much closer. Above him, at a level with the base of the citadel, a massive balloon slowly descended. Ropes were slung over the sides of the basket, snaking down the rock face. Two figures climbed out and started rappelling toward him.

Shadrak cursed and began to head back down. There was no time for caution, and once or twice he missed his handhold and almost fell. It didn’t matter how fast he went, though, for the ropes continued to pay out, and the pair of figures pushing off from the rock face in long, graceful bounds were almost upon him.

With a look below to gauge the distance, Shadrak let go and dropped the rest of the way. He rolled as he hit the path and came up running. Before he’d gone ten paces, boulders separated out from the mountain walls and surrounded him. Only, they weren’t boulders. They were dwarves.

Ten pairs of stony eyes glared at him from full-faced helms the same black texture as the mountain. They were armored neck to ankle in cataphracts of obsidian, with granite-dusted boots poking out from beneath. Each bore a round shield that shone like a darkened mirror, and they brandished heavy axes, hammers, glaives, and mauls. Thick, braided beards, beaded with stones and iron, hung beneath full-faced helms that left only the eyes visible.

Shadrak reached for his flintlocks as the two rappelling dwarves dropped from the ends of their ropes and advanced on him, both drawing short swords as they came.

A ruffle of sound made him look up, just in time to see a floundering, undulating net dropping from the balloon’s basket. He started to move, but too late. The net hit him and dragged him to the ground face-first. He tried to rise, but whatever was weighting the net was heavy and growing heavier. The more he struggled, the more it pressed him into the hard rock of the pathway. He managed to crane his neck to look up as boots tramped toward him.

A dwarf stood over him, axe raised high.

Shadrak started to speak, started to yell for the dwarf to wait, but even before the words left his lips, he knew it would do no good.

The axe was already coming down.

 

 

 




TWENTY

It was a long shot, but it was the only one he had.

The instant Nameless came round the bend in the mountain path and saw Shadrak beneath the net, a circle of dwarves around him and one sweeping down an axe, he flung Paxy.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords streaked through the intervening space like a comet. Dark-helmed heads turned, and the dwarf swinging the axe faltered.

That was all Paxy needed. Seeming to know what Nameless intended, she sheered through the axe haft and sped back toward his waiting hand. He was already running to meet her, caught her with effortless ease, and bellowed like a baresark as he charged.

The dwarves didn’t scatter or panic, which told him all he needed to know. These were seasoned warriors, fearless and disciplined. If he hadn’t expected to find them here, he’d have known them anyhow. It was all in the way they stepped over the net holding Shadrak, formed a seamless line like a breakwater, and braced to meet his attack.

Behind him, Nameless heard the din of Grimwart bashing his mace against his shield as he ran in support. It was a sound that filled him with grief as much as it did pride, because he could tell from the brief snatches of movement he’d glimpsed from the dwarf lords that the Svark was completely outmatched.

Nameless crashed into the shield wall. It buckled, but rather than break, the dwarf lords encompassed him with choreographed grace. Paxy connected with a shield, sent rocky black shrapnel spraying into the dwarves either side. A maul glanced off Nameless’s helm. If he hadn’t twisted at the last second, it would have been a crushing blow. A glaive thrust for his belly. He smacked it aside with his axe and ripped a scything chop at the next in line. The dwarf swayed back, and Paxy’s blade merely shrieked against the face plate of his helm.

Not the best of starts. Normally, Nameless would have opened a breach and muscled through. Normally, his foes would have panicked and scattered.

A dwarf lord was flung into him with a whuff and a thud, and then Grimwart was there tucked in behind his shield. Nameless slammed the butt of Paxy’s haft into the back of the dwarf lord’s head. The force smacked him into the ground, even if the helm took the brunt of the blow.

Grimwart went back-to-back with Nameless, weathering a storm of juddering blows on his shield. It was all he could do to remain standing, never mind get off a strike with his mace.

An axe powered toward Nameless’s head. He ducked and came up swinging. Paxy caught the assailant beneath the chin guard. The black helm shattered, and blood sprayed from jagged shards of stone slicing the skin beneath. For an instant, Nameless hesitated. He’d assumed they were men because of the bulk of their armor, but, blood-speckled beard aside, this one was most definitely a woman.

She snarled and delivered a head butt, but Nameless met her face with his fist. Her nose exploded in a pulpy spray of gore, and she grunted before pitching to her arse.

Grimwart took a colossal hammer blow on his shield. The metal buckled, and he was forced to one knee, but still he had Nameless’s back.

A glaive came at Grimwart from the side. Nameless saw and hacked down, snapping the blade in two.

Air rushed toward his ear, and he spun—straight into the path of an axe. Paxy came up in a blur, deflected the blade, but a hammer hit Nameless in the ribs. He staggered. Crushing pain throbbed through his chest. Paxy flared and numbed it, but a maul clipped against his helm and sent him sprawling. His vision blurred, and he lost his grip on the axe.

A boot came down, but Grimwart cannoned into the owner before it could connect. At last, the Svark had a split second in which to swing his mace, and it smashed the face plate from a helm and sent the dwarf lord reeling back. Weapons hammered, thrust, and chopped at Nameless from every side, but Grimwart crouched over him beneath his shield. Nameless stretched his fingers toward Paxy’s haft. She shook and started to skitter toward him, but a gauntleted hand grabbed her and whisked her away.

The shock of seeing it happen almost tipped Nameless into despair. No one but he could touch the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. But then he realized his mistake: no one without the blood of the Exalted.

Grimwart grunted and whimpered under the strain of the attacks raining down from above. Each pounding blow crushed him lower to the ground, until he was lying on his back on top of Nameless, the shield the only thing between them both and a brutal, bloody death.

Nameless tried to roll out from beneath, but another blow slammed Grimwart into him so hard, his head bounced against the ground, and white flared behind his eyes.

“Shog you!” Grimwart yelled from under his shield—a last desperate act of defiance.

Nameless struggled to rise, but Grimwart might as well have been a mountain on top of him. Strength seeped from Nameless’s limbs along with consciousness. He tried to cling on, tried digging deep into his inner dark to find some thread of rage that could turn the tide. But the attack of the dwarf lords was relentless. Grimwart was a dead weight now, all resistance finally fleeing his battered body.

The shield was pulled away, and a dwarf—another woman—said, “Finish them.”

“No!” a croaky voice cried. It was Kadee, rasping and breathless.

Nameless turned his head to see, as Grimwart rolled off him and lay prone upon the ground, a mass of yellowing bruises already blooming wherever his skin was exposed. The Svark was still breathing in ragged pants and gasps. Almost certainly, it was the shield and his ocras armor that had kept him alive.

Kadee was a dozen yards off, her eyes wide with horror. She was hunched over and impossibly old, but that did nothing to stop her hobbling toward the dwarf lords as if possessed by a demon.

The husk girl glided behind her, golden hair fanned out in the breeze.

“And kill them, too,” the dwarf woman said.

“My son!” Kadee cried. “Don’t hurt my son!”

Trapped beneath the net. Shadrak. Nameless’s mind was so muggy, he could barely recall what had happened, who it was he’d tried to save.

The tramp of boots on the rocky path was as grim as a death knell. Four dwarves stormed toward Kadee and the husk girl; the rest turned their attention back to Nameless and Grimwart, lifted their weapons for the killing blows.

“Nooooooooo!” —a scream that rent the air like breaking glass and went on and on, reverberating around the mountain.

At first, Nameless thought it was him, and he was ashamed to have faced death in such a manner. But his lips hadn’t moved. In fact, he hadn’t even flinched.

The dwarf lords stood frozen in time, weapons locked in mid-swing.

The husk girl flowed toward them, radiant as star shine, immaculate as newly forged steel. Her eyes were blazing beacons of blue, and her golden hair was now frost-rimed and standing up in glistening spikes.

Then, as soon as it had come, the transformation left her. Her tousled hair fell languidly about her shoulders, and the light went out of her eyes. She stood there before the dwarf lords, dumb and vacant. As they awakened from their stupor, Nameless’s heart started to hammer frantically. She’d done all she could, but now she was rooted to the spot like a lamb awaiting slaughter.

He pushed himself to his feet. The dwarf lords staggered back to life around him. Weapons started to move.

“Will you cut it out?” Nameless barked in the same parade ground voice he’d heard Thumil use a hundred times.

His tone visibly stunned them.

Taking courage from that, he puffed out his chest. It’s something Nils Fargin used to do when he wanted to look bigger and more important than he was.

“Now listen, you ignorant shoggers, I’m a dwarf lord, like you.”

Looks passed between them, expressions hidden beneath the black helms. One of them opened the face plate—another woman.

“You lie,” she said. “Kill them.”

Before anyone could move, Nameless singled out the dwarf lord holding Paxy with the sort of reverence a priest might have for a holy relic. A shield hung from one arm, and a broadsword was scabbarded at her hip.

“You know what that is?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Then you know that only one with the blood of the Exalted can wield it.”

A hushed awe fell over the group, and a hint of indecision crept into the expression of the woman who had spoken.

“Trickery,” she said. “Do not believe him, Thyenna.” She took a step forward, raised her glaive to strike.

“No,” Thyenna said in a voice used to command. “No trickery. This is the Paxa Boraga, Janyl, the artifact that passed through the Void from the Supernal Realm. It is the weapon of champions.” She held Paxy out to Janyl.

With shaking fingers, Janyl reached for the axe, but she grasped only air.

“How can this be?”

Thyenna opened her face plate. Her eyes were glistening with unshed tears. She turned them on Nameless. Her voice grated with suppressed emotion as she said, “My sister and I are the last surviving Exalted. How is it you are here? Who are you?”

Well, that was a question and a half. It was also a major drawback of having a name like his, which was no name at all, however you looked at it.

“You know of Arnoch?”

Thyenna’s eyes widened. “The mythical citadel of our forebears?”

Nameless reached out a hand and wrapped his fingers about Paxy’s haft. Thyenna seemed about to release the axe to him, but then tightened her grip and snatched it back.

“Not mythical,” Nameless said. “It’s as real as you are. And it’s in dire peril. The dwarves of Arnoch sent me to find you. They need you to return home. They need your help, if they are to survive.”

Thyenna and Janyl exchanged looks. The other dwarf lords muttered among themselves, clearly unsettled.

Janyl started to speak, her lips curling in some scathing reply, but Thyenna cut her off.

“You must speak with the Matriarch. My sister will want to hear all about this. And she will definitely want to see the axe for herself.”

She turned her eyes to the sky and snapped her fingers. The balloon hovering above them began to descend.

As the basket touched down, Thyenna opened a low gate set into its side and climbed aboard with two others.

“You four, come with us,” she said to Nameless and his companions. “The rest of you, back to your posts.”

Nameless helped Grimwart to his feet. The Svark winced with every movement and clutched his chest through his armor. He stooped to retrieve his battered shield and his mace.

“What about my son?” Kadee said, turning her head toward the net sprawled out on the ground.

It was empty, a gaping hole cut into its weave. Shadrak, as usual, never missed an opportunity.

“Find him,” Thyenna said, as Nameless helped Kadee into the basket, and then Grimwart.

The husk girl stood dumbly, as if all the life had gone out of her. Whatever it was she’d done had given Nameless invaluable time; time that had saved them all, without a shadow of a doubt. But had she spent herself in the process, or was she still growing, cocooning herself in some invisible chrysalis, waiting to reveal what she truly was?

When Nameless tried leading her toward the balloon and she didn’t respond, he gently lifted her into his arms and cradled her like a child.

As he climbed into the basket, one of the dwarves with Thyenna tugged a hanging cord. Flames erupted from a cylinder of stone beneath the opening at the base of the balloon, and slowly, imperceptibly at first, they began to lift away from the ground.

 

 

 




TWENTY-ONE

Beneath the descending basket of the balloon, Nameless could see a waiting circle of dwarf lords spread out atop the flat summit of the citadel’s central tower. He stumbled and caught the side of the basket as they touched down. Thyenna, shield now strapped to her back, opened the gate and stepped out, and a dwarf of arresting beauty strode toward them.

She was armored in scales of black stone, but unlike the ankle-length cataphracts the others wore, hers was close-fitting, molded to her torso. And what a torso it was, tapering in at her waist, but with shoulders as broad as any man’s; and her curves were… well, they were in all the right places.

Grimwart elbowed him in the ribs, and Nameless raised his eyes to the woman’s face. Say one thing for the Svark, though: he might have been beaten to within an inch of his life, but he’d noticed, just the same.

Her beard was satin black and twisted into a single, thick braid tied with silver thread. But it was her eyes that were her most striking feature: they were amber, like some feral beast’s, yet they glinted with a fierce intelligence.

At her hip, a naked scimitar hung. It was forged from ocras. Either there were pockets of the diamond-hard ore on Thanatos, or the weapon was impossibly old, brought with the dwarf lords from Arnoch.

A sly expression passed across her face as she looked Nameless up and down. It melted away, though, when she clapped eyes on Grimwart. She wrinkled her nose and said, “What… is… this?”

“Dwarves, Sister,” Thyenna said. “Matriarch,” she corrected herself. “Coming up the mountain path. And there were others—”

“I can see they are dwarves. Well, at least one of them.” She returned her appraising gaze to Nameless. “But a common blood… They were supposed to be extinct.”

Thyenna glanced at Grimwart. “Ancient Bub says the common bloods left Arnoch to cross the Farfall Mountains, with Lords Thayn, Carrig, and Ferzus, not that they died out. At the same time, the majority of the lords who remained alive were sent here to Thanatos.”

“Bubanthus Balderson says a lot of things he can’t substantiate.” The Matriarch jabbed a finger at Kadee, then the husk girl. “And this, Thyenna… this is unacceptable. Remember what happened last time you admitted strangers to the citadel? Remember the Warlord and what he stole from us?”

Thyenna lowered her eyes, and a pink flush suffused her cheeks. “I thought—”

“You didn’t think, Sister, and that was the problem. You hoped for an ally and found a betrayer. But enough. It is a subject fitting for no ears but yours and mine.”

Thyenna stood ramrod straight and thumped her chest in a salute that was essentially the same as that used by the Ravine Guard back in the Arx Gravis days.

Dwarves of common blood, sent across the Farfalls? That could only have meant the founders of Arx Gravis. So, the original dwarves of Arnoch weren’t all lords? That was news to Nameless. He’d known for some time about the Exalted, the elite among the lords, but he’d had no idea Arnochian society had been so hierarchical.

It appeared Abednego had been right all those years ago, when he’d shattered the myth that the dwarves of Arx Gravis were creations of Sektis Gandaw. They had been altered, tainted with the blood of the faen, but they had not been the Mad Sorcerer’s creation. Like the dwarf lords themselves, they must have pre-dated Gandaw’s arrival. Like everything else indigenous to Aosia, they were dreams of the Daeg.

“And what is that?” The Matriarch nodded at Paxy, still clutched in Thyenna’s gauntleted hand. “It looks like a prop from the morality plays we used to put on for Arnoch Day.”

Thyenna stepped forward, dropped to one knee, and held out Paxy to her sister.

“This, Matriarch Gitashan, is the Paxa Boraga. The real one, I am sure of it, not a prop.”

Gitashan swallowed thickly. Her fingers hesitated an inch from Paxy’s haft. They were trembling. She blinked furiously, her eyes flicking between her sister and the axe.

Gitashan withdrew her hand and clutched it to her chest as if it had been scolded.

“You know this how?”

“I saw it in action,” Thyenna said, standing. “And in case there’s any doubt, look.” She beckoned one of the dwarf soldiers making up the cordon around the top of the tower.

Nameless could tell from the bearing it was another woman. He scanned the rest of soldiers as discreetly as he could. They all were.

Thyenna offered Paxy to the soldier, but when the woman went to grasp the haft, her fingers passed straight through it.

Matriarch Gitashan’s amber eyes widened, and she drew in a sharp breath.

“Just as Ancient Bub described it,” Thyenna said. “When he used to read to us from the Chronicles.”

Gitashan nodded slowly. Her eyes roved back and forth, not focused on anything in particular, at least, not anything outside her own head. She was taken off guard, that much was clear, and weighing up all her options.

Finally, she held out her hand, and Thyenna passed her the axe. Gitashan’s fingers closed gently around the haft. Satisfied it was real, she took a firmer grip.

To Nameless, she said, “I’m guessing you brought it here. Your blood reveals you. It seeps from your every…” She scrutinized him again, before licking her lips and finishing with, “pore.” She took two quick steps forward, then slowed to a stalk that took her in a circle around him.

Nameless’s heart beat faster. Whatever she’d sensed in him exuded from her—not a scent, or anything else mundane; but it electrified the air as tangibly as a lightning strike.

“What is your name?” she asked, stopping in front of him. She ran a finger along the edge of Paxy’s blade. Unlike her sister’s, hers were not protected by gauntlets.

“Careful, lassie,” Nameless said. “She’s got a thing about other women.” He nodded to the axe. “I wouldn’t want you to lose a nail.”

Thyenna crashed a fist into his face, but he’d seen it coming and rolled with the punch. He staggered back a step but didn’t go down.

“That is for your insolence,” Gitashan said.

“A little more hip pivot,” Nameless said to Thyenna. “And try to line your elbow up with your wrist. You’ll transfer more force that way.”

Thyenna’s jaw dropped, but then her eyes narrowed and she drew her fist back again.

Gitashan raised a hand to stop her.

“Name, I said.”

“Well,” Nameless said, “I don’t know how you’re going to take this…”

Gitashan gave the slightest of nods, and Thyenna’s first slammed into Nameless’s temple. This time, he didn’t even flinch. It hurt like shog, and might even have chipped his skull, but he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Even so, he’d have to be careful. A few more blows like that, and his head would be pulp. There was only so far stubbornness could get you.

“Name?” Gitashan said for the third time.

With a deft wave of her fingers, she communicated something to the soldiers surrounding them, and four ran forward to cover Kadee and the husk girl with their weapons. Two others grabbed hold of Grimwart by the arms. The implied threat was clear.

Meeting and holding the Matriarch’s gaze, Nameless ran his tongue over his teeth, made chewing motions with his mouth, like an actor warming up his voice. He blew air through his lips, each time with more gusto, until he built up to a whuff a horse would have been proud of.

Gitashan’s expression went from one of calm interest to irritation and then barely suppressed rage. Thyenna raised her fist for another blow.

“Nameless,” he said, so softly, Gitashan leaned in and frowned that she hadn’t heard.

“My name is Nameless.”

Thyenna’s punch this time connected with his jaw and spun him from his feet. His head swam, and the floor swayed beneath him as he pushed up from it with one hand. She’d put him down that time, but there was no way in shog he was staying down.

When he’d steadied himself and blinked his eyes into focus on Thyenna, he said, “No, lassie, it is. Seriously, Nameless is my name.”

Thyenna backhanded him so hard he stumbled, and his knees buckled.

Grimwart cried out, “He’s telling the truth, you stupid—”

One of the soldiers punched him in the guts, then swore and rubbed her hand.

“Ocras,” Grimwart said. “Thought you would have known that, being an aristocratic shog-arse and all.”

That earned him an elbow face. He spat out a tooth in a spray of pink spittle. Blood dripped into his beard, and he lowered his head.

“Take him inside,” Gitashan barked, and the two soldiers dragged Grimwart away. “Commoners speak when spoken to, and those that don’t learn their lesson very quickly. The others, too.”

The guards around Kadee and the husk girl prodded them toward the far edge of the tower where a trap door stood open.

Kadee pulled back and opened her mouth to speak. A soldier raised a war hammer, and Gitashan nodded for her to go ahead.

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” Nameless said. In spite of the pain in his skull, the dizziness, his voice came out a resonant rumble. He shook his head to clear it, but the mush of grey matter sloshed from ear to ear. To Thyenna, he waved apologetically and said, “Hit me again, lassie. I find it helps me focus.”

She punched him smack in the center of his forehead. He grunted, then growled, then stamped his feet; and as always, when he was in trouble and too exhausted, wounded, or drunk to fight, the fog was blasted from his brain by a wave of white-hot rage. Fire coursed through his veins, and his muscles grew tighter than a baresark’s clutch on a tankard.

Thyenna seemed to sense the change and took a step back. The cordon of soldiers brought their weapons to bear and looked to Gitashan for what they should do next.

But Nameless hadn’t orchestrated the change in order to fight. If he did that, all chance of persuading the dwarf lords to return to Arnoch and save his people would be gone. He only wanted his wits about him to stop them doing something they might all live to regret.

He fixed his eyes on Gitashan’s, as if she were the only other dwarf in the world at that moment.

“Dwarf lords killing old women, Matriarch? Has it come to this?”

Her amber eyes flashed, and her jaw clenched.

“And even if it has,” Nameless said, “her son is still out there. You really don’t want to upset him.”

“Pah!” Gitashan said. She glanced at the soldier with the hammer raised to strike Kadee; looked about to give the order.

“Do you know what they call him back home?” Nameless said. Something in his tone caught her attention, and she hesitated. “Shadrak the Unseen. He’s probably watching us right now. Watching you. Waiting to see what you do. Did I mention, he’s an assassin? And not just any assassin. He’s the best of the best. The most deadly.”

“Then why did we take him so easily down below?” Thyenna said. The way her eyes flicked left and right, though, told Nameless he had her spooked.

“Because he wanted you to. Because that’s what I told him to do.”

So, now Nameless was lying, but it was all in a good cause. He’d seen enough of these dwarf lords—well, if that’s what you could call them, seeing as so far he’d seen only women. What did that make them: dwarf ladies? Whatever they called themselves, he’d seen enough to know what they were: no different to a predator with its prey. No different to a shark. In fact, they were no different to Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia: uncaring, cruel, and assured of their own right to dominate. Show people like that an ounce of fear, and they’d take pleasure in crushing you underfoot. There were two ways to deal with this type. One involved an axe and a bucket and mop to clean up the mess; and the other was akin to Sheriff Orton’s favorite game of seven-card: the other was to bluff.

“Shadrak doesn’t care a shog about anything, except for Kadee here. You harm her, you even so much as touch a hair on her head, and you’ll be lying in a pool of your own blood before you can say, ‘Who pissed in my Ironbelly’s?’ Not that anyone would notice, if someone pissed in a pint of Ironbelly’s, but you get my meaning. Go ahead, if you must. Hit Kadee with that hammer. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Nervous looks passed among the soldiers. Thyenna’s lips were drawn into a tight line, but sweat trickled down her cheeks inside the open face plate of her helm.

Gitashan studied Nameless for an uncomfortably long moment. One of her eyebrows arched, and like the cracking of plaster, her mouth curled, painfully slowly, into a smile.

“Take the old woman and the girl to the dungeons, but see they are not harmed.”

The soldiers escorted Kadee and the husk girl toward the trap door. Kadee nodded her thanks to Nameless, but her shoulders were even more stooped. The girl beside her looked stiffer than before, and a sheen of what looked like hoarfrost coated her skin.

“Nameless, is it?” Gitashan said. She twirled the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in her hands, watched her reflection in its blades. “How is it, Nameless, you have the blood of the Exalted? Until today, only Thyenna and myself manifested it.”

“It’s a long story, lassie.”

“And I will hear it. But first you will freshen up. I like sweat on a dwarf, but not quite so much. After that, you will join me for supper.”

 

 

 




TWENTY-TWO

Three dwarf women marched Nameless along bleak corridors of obsidian that would have been woefully dark, if not for the steady lime glow coming from lanterns suspended from the ceiling. Not lanterns, he realized, as he took a closer look: they were winged insects the size of his hand, twirling at the end of slender chains. They were dead, some of them desiccated, but when he asked his escort about them, he was met with stony silence.

Never one to be put off, Nameless said to the soldier on his right, “Where I come from, a lord is a man and a woman is a lady, in title, at least.”

She glanced at him from behind her full-faced helm.

“So, what does etiquette dictate?” Nameless continued. “Do I call you lord or lady?”

“We are dwarf lords,” the woman behind him growled.

“Glad to hear it,” Nameless said. “For a moment, I thought I’d come to the wrong place. So, you’re all lords, irrespective of gender. Eminently sensible, if you ask me. Keep it simple, I always say. Well, you already know my name, or lack of one. It would help break the ice if you told me yours. Go on, lassie. What is it? Lord…”

“Silence!”

“Lord Silence? How do you spell that?”

The soldier on the right spoke instead. “Kona, know your place. The Matriarch said he is an Exalted.”

“Pah.”

“Yalla’s right, Kona,” the first soldier Nameless had addressed said. “Show some respect.”

“To a man? Right.”

Nameless was about to ask Kona about that, about why he’d yet to see a man, when it hit him like a bucket of iced water. “Yalla was my mother’s name.”

The soldier called Yalla stopped abruptly in front of him. “Your mother? What is your House name?”

“No idea,” Nameless said. “Not sure I even had one. I had a family name, but it was taken from me along with my birth name.”

“What was your crime?”

Nameless closed his eyes and found himself holding his breath. Old horrors, old shame bubbled and boiled through his veins. If he told them what he’d done, how were they ever going to trust him enough to come to Arnoch’s aid? At the same time, though, if they thought he had something to hide…

“That was rude of me,” Yalla said. “I beg your forgiveness.”

Nameless opened his eyes, and in response, Yalla lifted her visor. She had a strong face, chiseled and heavy-set. Her eyes were hazel, like his.

“Nothing to forgive, lassie. It’s a natural enough question. Will it suffice to say I lost a lot more than my name, that my penance has been long, and that I will do anything it takes to make amends?”

“Even at the loss of your life?”

“If that’s what it takes.” Nameless’s eyes didn’t waver from hers. He’d spoken the truth, and it came from that same place within that his rage came from.

Yalla nodded, satisfied. “The firstborn female of every generation of House Thayn is named Yalla.”

His heart started to skitter about his ribcage. Something throbbed within his skull, blossoming into fiery pain that fizzled out and turned to ice. He removed his helm, touched the spot on his scalp that sat above where he’d felt the sensation. Now, all he felt was numbness, both physical and something more intangible. He was left with the tantalizing feeling that a memory that had sunk to the bottom of a deeper sea than Arnoch had started to rise from the murk, a dark and brooding leviathan. He was like a fisherman who’d glimpsed its shadowy passage to the surface, only to blink and see nothing there but waves chopping around the hull of his boat.

“House Thayn, you say?” Nameless had heard the Matriarch’s sister Thyenna mention a Lord Thayn among the dwarves King Arios had sent across the Farfall Mountains.

“My House. There’s not too many left of us now. Just myself, my sister Rhyl, and my cousin Froyla.”

Nameless put a hand on her shoulder. She flinched, and ire crossed with repulsion flitted across her face. It was swiftly masked with an expression of pure stoicism.

He removed his fingers then covered his mouth with his hand as he thought. Almost at once, he shook his head, realizing the conclusions he was jumping to couldn’t possibly be true.

“And you are lords, your House, but not Exalted?”

Yalla shrugged.

The other two soldiers were growing impatient, judging by the way they shuffled their feet and sighed.

“I’m not, and neither are my sister and cousin. But that doesn’t mean to say there were no Exalted in our House. Exalted have sprung up in all the major Houses at one time or another. The blood skips one sibling and finds another. Sometimes it disappears for generations, only to re-emerge at some future time. It is what makes them—you—so special. It is a gift, not a birthright. No one can predict where it will fall.”

“But Thyenna and the Matriarch,” Nameless said. “They are sisters, and they are both Exalted.”

“So?” Kona said. “In the past, a single House could boast dozens of Exalted, sometimes every child of a single generation.”

“It responds to a need, some say,” the third soldier said. “In every age, the Supernal Father grants enough Exalted to see us through.” She scoffed at that, hawked up some phlegm and spat.

“Shinnock doesn’t set much store by our legends,” Yalla said.

Now it was Kona’s turn to scoff. “Who does, these days?”

“Why not?” Nameless said. “In my experience, there’s more truth in legends than much of what we take for truth in life.”

“Really?” Shinnock said, already turning away and starting to walk ahead. “So, why are we a dying race, then? Why aren’t Exalted ripping their way out of our wombs left, right, and center, smiting our enemies, and leading us into a golden dawn?”

If she expected an answer, she didn’t wait to hear it. The other two gestured for Nameless to go ahead of them, and they followed Shinnock’s lead.

Yalla leaned in to Nameless and said, “We have already said too much. It is the Matriarch’s place to speak thus to strangers.”

“Understood,” Nameless said. “But one last question, if you will. You said the firstborn female of every generation of House Thayn was named Yalla. How far back does that go? How many generations?”

“As many as are recorded in our Chronicles.”

“From before the dwarf lords came to Thanatos?”

She frowned as she thought it through, and then nodded. “Long before. You should speak to Ancient Bub about it, if the Matriarch permits it.”

That name again. “Ancient Bub?”

Yalla pulled down her visor. Apparently, the conversation was over.

But what Nameless had learned was enough to keep him occupied for the rest of their journey through the citadel.

A dwarf lord from House Thayn had left Arnoch and been among the founders of Arx Gravis. Every firstborn female of House Thayn was named Yalla. The blood of the Exalted could skip siblings or entire generations. Nameless’s brother, Lukar, had shown no signs of speed, strength, of courage, but no amount of false humility could persuade Nameless that he lacked those qualities himself. And that pain he’d felt beneath his skull, in some closed off part of his brain: was that the region that his name had been stripped from? Had the burning sensation been a response to something lost that should not have been heard again? Was it one piece of the jigsaw of his missing past, the family name that had been taken along with the one he’d received at birth?

It can’t have been. The way he understood it, his punishment had not been merely to forget; his name had been removed from every mind, not just his own; from every record. It was the only punishment that was worse than death. A name was everything to a dwarf, a family name even more so.

Or was Thanatos outside the ambit of the curse or whatever it was that had expunged his name from every place and time? Even the Mad Sorcerer had not charted the death world’s location, and it was a mystery, Shadrak had told him, to the Archon as well.

No, he was clutching at straws. He shouldn’t get his hopes up about his mother being a descendent of Lord Thayn. Because that’s what it was: a hope that he’d found one part of his name. The most important part. The one that restored his family’s true place in history.

Family names were passed down from mother to child; and like all male dwarves who married, Droom would have taken his wife’s name for his own. Droom Thayn… It sounded kind of clunky. Not half as bad as Nameless Thayn, but then, he wouldn’t have been called Nameless back then, would he? He’d have been called something else. He’d have had a real name.

But if there was even a grain of truth in the idea, wouldn’t that mean…?

“Lassie,” Nameless said to Yalla. “With you and my mother sharing a name, and with what you said about House Thayn naming the firstborn female of each generation Yalla, is it possible we’re related in some way? Is it possible we’re family?”

Shinnock snorted, Kona chortled, but Yalla merely paused in her step for an instant, before continuing on in silence.

Finally, they arrived at a door of polished black stone, and Kona knocked.

As it creaked open, Yalla whispered to Nameless, “If you get the chance, you should speak with Ancient Bub. If anyone knows about these things, it is him.”

The soldiers stepped back from the door and ushered Nameless forward.

An elderly dwarf stood in the entrance, stooped from the waist and supporting his weight on a walking stick. A magnificent white beard trailed over his feet and snaked away across the floor.

Nameless’s breath caught in his throat, and a thousand questions gamboled across his mind, each of them a thrill of possibilities and a precipice for the dashing of hope. Because before him, hacking out a cough, and peering up through rheumy, inquisitive eyes, was a dwarf who not only fit the description of ancient, but he was most definitely a man.

“Ancient Bub?” Nameless said.

“What? That old coot?” the dwarf said. “Are you asking for a smack in the teeth?” Suddenly, his eyes took on more focus, and a glint of something that hadn’t been there a moment ago awakened into life. “Hold on there.” He looked Nameless up and down, let his gaze linger at crotch level. “Either you’ve been stuffing socks down your knickers, or you’re a bloke.” He peered past Nameless at the three soldiers of the escort.

“Looks like it’s not just you two dried up prunes left, after all,” Kona said. “So, snap to it, Cid. The Matriarch’s expecting him ready for dinner, and no longer stinking of shit.”

Nameless patted his arse. “I know I was a bit scared going up in that balloon, but surely I didn’t—”

“Sweat,” Yalla said. “It’s just a bit of sweat.”

“And I wouldn’t say it was that bad,” Shinnock said. If Nameless could have seen her face, she might have been smirking. Maybe even leering.

“Just because a dwarf gets old, doesn’t mean he’s a bloody servant,” Cid said. “I’m still a lord, you know.”

“Maybe if you could still perform like one,” Kona said, “the Matriarch wouldn’t treat you as a common blood.”

Cid raised his hand to her, but Kona sniggered and backed away.

“Insolent pup,” Cid said. “You wait. I’ll be walking without a stick in a week or two, and then you’ll see.” For Nameless’s benefit, he said, “Strength lost can be reclaimed, if you know how to train.”

Nameless grasped his wrist and shook it vigorously. “A man after my own heart. I like you already. And let me tell you, Lord Cid”—the old man bucked up at that and shot a triumphant glare at Kona—“I know a thing or two about training. Tell, me, do you have any weights?”

Cid led him inside and slammed the door shut on the soldiers.

The room’s low ceiling was almost enough to make a dwarf stoop, and the walls felt too close together. The air was stale, as if it didn’t circulate, and there were no windows. The only light came from the same hanging insects Nameless had seen in the corridors, though the glow here was duller, more sickly, as if the older they got, the more the insects lost their glow. You had to wonder how often they needed changing, and if Cid’s were ever changed at all.

The room had more the feel of a cell than living quarters, but maybe that was just the fashion among the dwarf lords. According to legend, they were an austere people, living only for war and the defense of Cerreth against every nightmare the mind of the Daeg could throw at them. Why should they be any different here on Thanatos, where the environment was even harsher? And besides, Cid seemed to have everything a dwarf needed—everything except a keg of ale, that was: a low shelf of obsidian for a bed; a matching table and chair; a circular stone tub for bathing. Hanging on one wall were a pair of rifles like the one Shadrak used to have, only they were far longer, and the barrels flared into a funnel at one end. Somehow, everything fit into the small space as if by clever design.

“Don’t tell those bitches,” Cid said conspiratorially, “but I can barely get out of bed, never mind lift weights. And I certainly can’t give the ladies what they expect, if you get my drift. And not just me, either. Ancient Bub’s about as much use to them as a flaccid wineskin. I suppose that’s why you’re here: to do what we no longer can. Only question is, where the shog did you come from?”

“Ah, well,” Nameless said, mind abuzz with what he thought Cid was talking about. Is that what the Matriarch had in mind for him, and so soon after meeting? Did she have her sights set on his dwarfhood? He didn’t know whether to feel honored or affronted. “I’m not sure how long we have until I’m expected.”

“Long enough for you to fill me in,” Cid said. “But first, you’ll have to forgive an old dwarf’s ill manners. My dotage is no excuse for forgetting my station.” Joints creaked as he started to kneel, but Nameless caught him under the arm and made him stand again.

“What are you doing?”

“Sir,” Cid said, “I know an Exalted when I see one, and though I’m not the commoner Kona and the others would have me be, I am merely a lord, and as far beneath you as the foothills from a mountain’s peak.”

“Then you don’t know me,” Nameless said, once more acutely aware of his past and the crimes he’d committed. “If anything, the opposite is true.”

“Curious,” Cid said, “an Exalted without the arrogance. I’m getting keener by the minute to make your acquaintance fully. Do you like beer?”

“Of course not,” Nameless said.

Cid wagged a finger and grinned. “Then I’ll pour you a pint as I run you a bath. I brew it myself from… well, it’s best I don’t tell you what I brew it from. Main thing is, it tastes passable.”

“It can’t be as bad as Ironbelly’s,” Nameless said.

“Never heard of it.”

“Then be thankful for small blessings.”

“But before I fetch you a flagon, let’s get properly introduced. Lord Cidruthus Tallish of House Kunaga.” He gave a shallow bow, then looked up expectantly.

“Kunaga? I thought he was a baresark.”

“He was a mighty lord, though they say he had quite a temper. And what of you, Sir Exalted? What would you have me call you?”

“Nameless.”

Cid frowned in bewilderment, but when Nameless said nothing further, the old dwarf gave a slow nod.

“I think I’m starting to get the measure of you, my friend. But never you mind. We’ve all done things we regret.”

 

 

 




TWENTY-THREE

A bath and a beer could work wonders for a dwarf, but the things Cid had told him played upon Nameless’s fears as Kona, Shinnock, and Yalla marched him along uniform black corridors toward the heart of the citadel.

First and most troubling, there were only three hundred dwarf lords left, and out of them, just two were men: Cid and Ancient Bub, who was allegedly an expert on just about anything you’d care to name.

Lord Cidruthus Tallish of House Kunaga went into great detail about how Thanatos had claimed numerous friends of his over the years, how it had been slaughtering the dwarves ever since they arrived centuries ago. The maxim “kill or be killed” had come to define his people. It was the only thing that had enabled them to live for so long. Cid almost seemed to take pleasure in describing the war of attrition between the dwarf lords and the death world. Nameless supposed that was on account of his being descended from Kunaga, the bloodiest, most brutal dwarf in history. All barring one, that was.

Cid’s only living male rival, Lord Bubanthus Balderson of House Balloc, came from a long line of scholars and inventors. It was Bub’s ancestors who’d studied the flora and fauna of Thanatos and developed ways to prepare it for eating. They had invented purifiers for the rainwater that apparently burned like acid. The dwarf lords collected it in barrels and used it for bathing and drinking. Bub’s House had been the ones to design the balloon that had brought Nameless and the others up to the citadel, and they had pioneered the hanging lanterns formed from the carcasses of phosphorescent insects.

These days, maintenance of just about everything in the citadel fell to Bub, the last surviving member of House Balloc, and he was even older than Cid. When Nameless expressed a wish to meet him, to ask him about the Chronicles, of which Bub was the sole curator, Cid told him the meeting would come sooner rather than later. Bub was entrusted with the preparation of the Matriarch’s meals, and just to be on the safe side, he would be in attendance to do the tasting. If he failed to fillet out a razor-sharp bone or missed a secreted poison sack or disease-infested organ, it would likely kill him before the Matriarch took a bite.

Death was like that on Thanatos, Cid said. Swift and unseen. Kind of like Shadrak.

Nameless kept expecting the midget to appear around every corner. He had no doubt Shadrak would come for them. With Kadee imprisoned by the dwarf lords, it only made it that much more certain. He only hoped the assassin didn’t kill anyone. With only three hundred dwarf lords remaining, it wasn’t as if they could afford to lose any more.

As they drew nearer the heart of the citadel, the soldiers had to stop frequently to open black stone doors, hermetically sealed like those of the Dokon in Arx Gravis, the inner sanctum of the Council of Twelve. Nameless tried to glimpse how Shinnock opened each lock, but Kona and Yalla stood in front of him to block his view.

He expected to see more guards, but it wasn’t until they came to the final door that they encountered anyone at all. Maybe there weren’t enough dwarves to go around, with their numbers in such decline. Even with the Dark Citadel a mere fraction of the size of Arnoch, they must have been hard-pressed to cover every point of entry and egress, which would nevertheless have taken precedence over the security of the interior.

The door was identical to all the others they had passed through: gleaming obsidian, utterly plain, save for a carved knob of rock.

The guards on either side were severe, even for dwarf lords. They each carried short swords with serrated edges, in hand and ready to use, as if drawing them from scabbards was a delay that could prove fatal. Like the Matriarch’s, their armor was close-fitting: a hauberk of ebon scales, articulated plates of charcoal slate protecting arms and legs, and great helms forged from ocras.

Sight of the ocras helms set the blood pounding in Nameless’s ears. He felt suddenly cold, though sweat dripped freely from his forehead and stung his eyes. He’d been trapped inside an identical helm after the butchery at Arx Gravis. The ocras had insulated him from the curse of the black axe, but more than that, it had been imbued with theurgy of its own that had erased his name from existence.

This time, Nameless saw one of the guards twist the knob back and forth, presumably commencing some sort of combination, but once again he was prevented from seeing too much when the other guard stepped in front. With a resounding clunk, the lock released and the door opened. Nameless’s escort remained outside, while the guards in the ocras helms led him into the chamber beyond.

Judging by the open doorways around the four walls, it was the hub of a suite of chambers. It was lit by the same hanging insects as everywhere else, though brighter and far less desiccated than those in Cid’s room. There was minimal furniture, all of it rock-carved: a long table and chairs; a bench against one wall; and a lattice-fronted stone cabinet. At the far end, an onyx throne sat atop a three-stepped dais, like a smaller replica of King Arios’s back in Arnoch.

A hunched and wizened dwarf with a beard as long as Cid’s, only wound about his neck like a scarf, looked up from setting the table. His eyes widened appreciably when he saw Nameless, but he touched a finger to his lips and flicked a look behind at an archway to the side of the throne. Clearly, this was Ancient Bub, and it was hard for Nameless not to break the silence and assail him with a barrage of questions.

Bub placed a black plate at each end of the table, stone knives and forks beside them. He disappeared through a doorway and returned with a covered dish. The cover was a dome of copper, patinated and tarnished by time. He hobbled off again and returned with a stoppered flask of onyx, which he plonked at the center of the table, along with two age-worn silver goblets.

All the while, Nameless stood there, flanked by the guards in the ocras helms. They could have been petrified, turned to statues, the little they moved. He thought about peering in through the eye-slit of one of the helms to see if there was a real dwarf inside but decided against it. The idea of being eviscerated by one of their serrated blades was about as appealing as whatever was on the plate Ancient Bub had just uncovered.

It smelled richly of spices, but beneath that, Nameless caught a whiff of something malodorous, septic, like a wound festering with gangrene. Strips of rancid meat were heaped up on the serving plate, garnished with what looked like the razor grass that had penetrated his boot. The greenish blades glistened with drizzled oil and had been sprinkled with grounds of what might have been pepper.

As if drawn by the stench, the Matriarch appeared in the archway beside the throne. She was preceded by an overpowering scent of musk, which mercifully smothered the smell of the food. Her satin beard and locks had been meticulously combed. Her amber eyes were accentuated by streaks of glittering blue paint daubed beneath them. Her cheekbones stood out like carved marble, and her lips were rouged the color of blood.

The impression was of unreality, of a face that transcended the years. It was hard to gauge how old she was, but if her toned and muscular arms were anything to go by, she couldn’t have been past middle age for a dwarf and was probably much younger.

She wore only a slip of ocras over her torso, a rigid scapular of green-flecked black ore that tapered in at her navel. The swell of her breasts was tantalizingly visible at its edges. They had been painted with swirls of the same glittering blue that set off her eyes. She looked tall for a dwarf, imposing. It was in large part to do with the soles of her black leather sandals, which must have been six-inches high. Crisscrossing straps studded with rubies wound their way up her shins.

She no longer wore her ocras scimitar at her hip. Instead, she clutched the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in both hands.

Paxy’s blades were dull, as tarnished as the copper cover that had hidden whatever carcass it was that passed for food. She was unhappy, that much was clear, but her whispering voice in Nameless’s mind conveyed a sense of relief that he was here.

[Nameless. My Exalted.]

“Be seated,” the Matriarch said, and Nameless did as he was told without thinking.

It wasn’t magical beguilement, he was certain, but there was something about the Matriarch’s tone that told him she was used to being obeyed.

“Begone,” she said to the guards next, and they clipped their heels, pivoted to face the door, and left the room.

Matriarch Gitashan waited for the stone of the door to grind shut behind them before she said to Ancient Bub, “Serve us.”

Bub bowed deeply, then took the Matriarch’s plate and started to load it with meat.

“No, wait,” Gitashan said, holding out the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in one hand. “Put this somewhere first.”

Bub spread his palms helplessly, and Gitashan rolled her eyes.

“Of course, only an Exalted can touch it. Then fetch me the casket.”

Bub still hadn’t spoken. Perhaps he needed to be granted permission.

Nameless assumed any such rule didn’t apply to him, and if it did, he could always plead ignorance.

“Casket?”

Bub winced and hesitated, as if he feared being struck for Nameless’s insolence. When nothing happened, he scuttled off through the open door once more.

The Matriarch studied Nameless for a long while, her amber eyes predatory, but at the same time, calculating. When Bub returned carrying a case of ocras molded in the exact shape and size of Paxy, Nameless gasped.

Gitashan seated herself at the table as she said, “Bubanthus, explain.”

The old dwarf set the case on the tabletop and opened its hinged lid. The inside was lined with velvet and looked like it had never been used.

“King Arios wanted to send the axe to Thanatos with the Lords of Arnoch, when the citadel’s doom was certain. This case had long been prepared so that those without Exalted blood could carry her, if the need arose. The Chronicles tell the tale of how, at the moment the case was to be taken through the portal, the lid burst open and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords flew back to the throne room. She would not be parted from her king.”

“Oh, Paxy,” Nameless breathed. “Good girl. Loyal to the last.”

Gitashan sighed and narrowed her eyes. “Loyalty to a king is to be commended, but who is the axe loyal to now? You might be an Exalted, but I am your superior by right and title.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more, lassie.”

Gitashan’s hold on the axe haft suddenly tightened as Paxy began to shake and buck.

“Calm, Paxy,” Nameless said. “It’s all right.”

[No,] the axe said in his mind. [It is not.]

With a violent wrench, Paxy ripped herself free of the Matriarch’s grip and flew across the table to Nameless’s waiting hand.

Gitashan was on her feet in an instant, her eyes flashing sunbursts. “Guards!” she cried, and before the word had fully left her lips, the stone door crashed open and the two ocras-helmed dwarves surged into the room and sprang at Nameless.

He spun clear of his chair as a short sword thrust at him. Paxy swept down and shattered the blade. The other guard checked herself mid-spring and reset, weaving a web of steel before her as she came on more cautiously.

Nameless flat-bladed the first in the helm. The ocras saved her from injury, but the power of the blow sent her flying across the table and crashing into the serving plate of rancid meat.

The other guard slashed and thrust with both swords in perfect harmony. Nameless batted one aside with Paxy’s haft, swayed past the second, and feigned a chop at her head. She dodged, as he knew she would, and he kicked her feet out from under her. As she tried to rise, he smashed first one sword then the other from her hands, and they went clattering across the floor.

The first guard was up and charging back at him. He flung Paxy and hit her in the helm, catapulting her back against the wall and making her drop her remaining sword.

“Keep her pinned,” Nameless said, and Paxy swept back and forth in front of the dwarf, checking her every move.

The other guard scrambled for his legs, but Nameless flipped her to her back, held her arm extended, and trod down on her shoulder joint. He could have broken it, but that was the last thing he wanted to do.

“Are we done?” he asked in his most amiable voice, looking back to find Matriarch Gitashan gone.

Nameless craned his neck, scanning the room. When his eyes came back to the archway by the throne, Gitashan stepped through it, this time brandishing her scimitar.

“Oh, lassie,” Nameless said, releasing the guard’s arm and stepping away, “there’s no need for this.”

“Then return my axe,” Gitashan said.

“Your axe? I think Paxy might have a thing or two to say about that.”

“I am the Matriarch.”

“A matter of gender. I’m hardly qualified for the role. And besides, Paxy’s made her choice, and if I know her, it’s for life.”

“Fine, then, if that’s how you want it.”

Gitashan stalked toward him, a wild and dangerous beast. Her eyes narrowed to burning slits, and her scimitar whooshed through the air in powerful, practiced sweeps.

Nameless whistled, and Paxy zipped back to his hand. The guard she’d been containing ran to stand in front of the Matriarch. The other scrabbled to her feet, looked like she was about to grapple Nameless, but when he raised an eyebrow at her, she scooted around him and joined her colleague. Ancient Bub grabbed a knife and fork from the table and moved to protect the Matriarch’s side, eyes hard and glittering.

Gitashan ordered the three of them to stay back, and she strode straight for Nameless.

Before she’d crossed half the space between them, Nameless held up a hand. If he risked fighting her now, it was as good as over for the dwarves of Arnoch. He needed a different approach. He only hoped Paxy understood.

“You are afraid to face me?” Gitashan sneered. “And you call yourself an Exalted?”

It was difficult to answer that without further inciting her or sounding like a worthless coward. Nameless opted for a smile he hoped was enigmatic, rather than patronizing. Instead of answering Gitashan, he spoke to Paxy.

“Do you trust me, lassie?”

[You know that I do. It’s her I don’t trust. She calls herself an Exalted, yet she dresses like a whore.]

“Lassie, that’s a bit harsh. It’s probably the best she could manage at such short notice.”

“You are talking to the axe?” Gitashan said. She shot a look at Ancient Bub, who answered like a teacher to his pupil.

“The Chronicles say the Axe of the Dwarf Lords could communicate mind to mind with her rightful wielder.”

“Pah,” Gitashan said.

“One moment, Matriarch,” Nameless said. “Paxy—the Paxa Boraga—is still talking.”

[They are nothing like the dwarf lords I recall,] Paxy said. [They were noble, measured in all they did, and utterly dedicated to duty. From what I’ve seen here, these dwarves are brutal savages under the whip of that bitch’s tongue.]

“But they are descended from the Lords of Arnoch,” Nameless said.

[Blood doesn’t bestow honor. These upstarts are not worthy of the title of lord. That harlot back at Brink has a greater claim to the Exalted line than this trollop.]

“Dame Consilia? The only exaltation she can lay claim to is as a theatrical legend, and even then it’s for notoriety.”

“What’s that you’re saying?” Gitashan said. She advanced another step.

“We were discussing an old friend, one that you remind Paxy of. Can’t say I see it, myself, the similarity.” If he’d been feeling more brazen, he might have conceded they had the same pedigree of chest, but even the Dame would have slapped him for that. Gitashan would have probably cut his head off.

“Lassie,” he said to Paxy, keeping his voice down, “this is a hard world, a world of death. We must not judge them too harshly.”

[Death of the body doesn’t require the death of dignity,] Paxy said.

“We don’t know what’s happened here,” Nameless said. “How many centuries of hostility Thanatos has thrown at them.”

“No, you don’t,” Gitashan said. “I may not be able to hear what the axe says to you, but it is easy to guess at from your responses. You dare to disparage us? You who have the blood of the Exalted, but the bearing and manner of a goat-rutting commoner!”

Nameless did his best to look affronted. “There were rumors of my pa and a mining canary, but never a goat.”

Gitashan snorted out a laugh, caught herself, and went back to looking stern.

[I take it you want me to go quietly into the case?] Paxy said.

“It’s for the best, until we iron things out.”

[They respect only strength, not gestures of weakness.]

“Thanatos has made them so.”

[Without me, you’ll be at their mercy.]

“I know, lassie.”

[And that slut has a one-track mind. She’s only after one thing.]

“She is?” Nameless couldn’t help glancing at Gitashan. The Matriarch’s amber eyes were smoldering. Her breasts heaved beneath their ocras covering. He’d assumed it was the heat of battle, but now he wasn’t so sure.

Gitashan saw him noticing. Her pupils widened, and her tightly clenched lips curled into the hint of a smile.

[But I’ll go, if you’re sure.]

Of course he wasn’t sure, but what other choice did he have? If there was going to be any chance of winning over the Matriarch and assembling the dwarf lords to come to Arnoch’s aid, he was going to have to give her some ground, just so long as it didn’t involve what Paxy thought she was after. Gitashan might have been a statuesque work of art, a woman of iron and stone who could overwhelm the best intentions of any red-blooded dwarf, but Nameless had a streak of loyalty as uncompromising as even Paxy’s was for him, and his heart had already been given.

“I’m sure, lassie. And when we’re done here, I’ll come for you.”

He took Paxy’s silence for her grudging assent. He held her up for the Matriarch to see, then laid her in the ocras casket on the table.

[I trust you,] Paxy said, as if she were trying to reassure herself.

“Don’t worry,” Nameless whispered. “I’ve resisted more beguiling wenches than her.” He hadn’t, but Paxy didn’t need to know that. “And besides, there’s only one woman for me.”

[Thank you.]

“Other than you, that is.”

[I know. About Cordy.]

“And you don’t mind?”

[If the choice is between her and this Matriarch, you have my blessing.]

Nameless gently shut the lid. It took him a moment to realize there was a big, stupid grin on his face. He quickly wiped it off, in case the Matriarch took it for arrogance or trickery. In reality, it was a smile of relief. He’d not given it serious thought, but deep down, he’d been worried about how Paxy would take to his romantic feelings for another, now that they’d come to light. She’d always been a jealous axe, and in the past, she’d made no secret of her dislike of Cordy. Nameless was sure it was nothing personal. It was just, Paxy had been alone a very long time when he’d found her beneath the waves in Arnoch. And she’d told him once that she’d been a dwarf herself in the Supernal Realm, before Witandos had taken her soul and melded it with steel and gold.

“A wise choice, Exalted,” Gitashan said, laying her scimitar on the table. “But the Axe of the Dwarf Lords needs to be taught its place.”

“She means nothing by it,” Nameless said. “She just prefers a dwarf with balls.”

“Are you impugning my courage?”

“Not at all,” Nameless said. “Just your perfectly natural lack of dwarfhood. I’m not joking when I say she’s a woman. I don’t know if it’s rivalry, or she’s just being overprotective, but she always thinks women are only after one thing.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Gitashan said. “And guard your tongue. Ignorance of our ways will carry you so far, but already my patience runs thin.”

Maybe Paxy had been wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d accused a woman of having designs on Nameless. It wasn’t beyond the bounds of reason she was a little paranoid. Centuries in a watery grave would do that to you.

At a nod from Gitashan, Ancient Bub picked up the casket containing Paxy and carried it through the archway by the throne. The Matriarch visibly relaxed, and when Bub re-emerged, she told him to take the scimitar, too. If he objected to all the toing and froing, he didn’t let on. He merely bowed and did as he was told.

“Let us start afresh,” Gitashan said to Nameless. She gestured him over to the stone bench and settled herself beside him.

Nameless shuffled away an inch, but she casually closed the gap. Her scent was heavy in his nostrils. It recalled his onetime visit to the Panting Peacock. Without the disinhibiting effect of a gallon of mead, Dame Consilia would have never gotten to him. Well, probably not. She was, after all, one shog of a strong woman, with the persuasive powers of a hypnotist.

Women, he had always admired, particularly strong women; and whatever else she might have been, the Matriarch was most definitely strong. He’d had a thing for the shapeshifting assassin, Ilesa, too, but that was on account of her versatility of form. But women who used their charms to beguile, manipulate, and wrest control from a man by way of his passions… He shuddered. In its way, it was as bad as the power the Lich Lord had over his victims. Worse than that, it was akin to the siren call of the black axe.

Gitashan seemed to pick up on his discomfort and slid apart from him. When Bub reappeared through the archway, she told him to bring the onyx flask he’d set on the table, along with the two silver goblets.

Here it comes, Nameless thought: the Dame Consilia maneuver.

As Bub poured an astringent-smelling clear liquid into each goblet, Gitashan said, “It is a shame dinner was ruined by my guard crashing into it.”

“Aye, lassie. A real shame.”

“Bub, prepare us something else.”

Nameless’s guts churned at the thought of it. “No, really, it’s all right. It was my fault the food was ruined, so I deserve to go without.”

Bub sipped from a goblet, swilled the drink around his mouth, and swallowed. His eyebrows shot up under his hairline and stayed there while he waited for something to happen. Ten seconds must have passed before he shrugged and handed Gitashan the goblet. The other he passed to Nameless.

“Distilled creeper vine,” Gitashan said. “It fizzes through the bloodstream. At least, that’s how it feels to me. I find it quite… relaxing.”

Nameless sniffed his, and it brought tears to his eyes. He remembered Thumil confiscating a bottle of Rugbeard’s special moonshine once. That had been potent, but this… He touched his tongue to the liquid and recoiled from the burn. Gitashan was watching him with amusement all over her face. She sipped her drink almost nonchalantly, and Nameless, never one to refuse a challenge, took a glug.

Magma scorched all the way down his throat and ignited his lungs. He sucked in rapid snatches of air to cool them. Like Gitashan had said, his veins fizzed, and his skin prickled. As soon as it had come, the sensation passed, to be replaced with a pleasant warming of some indeterminate region of his body or brain he liked to think of as his “cockles.”

“My, lassie, that’s good stuff,” he said, and he drained his goblet. This time, he shook all over and roared like a baresark.

Gitashan’s eyes widened with shock, but then she nodded and knocked hers back.

Bub refilled them both, and Gitashan dismissed him, but before the old man left, Nameless said, “A moment, Matriarch. With your permission, I’d like to ask Bub here about balloons.”

A flash of impatience crossed her face, but she waved for him to go on, and took another sip.

“Laddie,” Nameless said.

Bub arched an eyebrow at the impudence of a dwarf a quarter of his age referring to him as laddie.

“It’s a personal fault,” Nameless said. “I call everyone laddie.” He turned to Gitashan. “Except for the ladies, whom I call—”

“Your question for Bubanthus?” the Matriarch said, emphasizing her irritation with a roll of her eyes and another sip of distilled creeper vine.

“I assume your Chronicles tell the story of Lord Kennick Barg,” Nameless said.

Ancient Bub lit up in an instant. He seemed to straighten up, too, and he moved back toward the bench like a dwarf half his age.

He opened his mouth to speak, but Gitashan got there before him.

“The idiot that got himself killed blowing up a dragon?”

“A brave thing, to give your life to save others,” Nameless said.

“What would be the point,” Gitashan said, “if you didn’t live to see the results of your actions?”

Nameless bit back a retort that he hadn’t really thought through. Before he said anything he’d regret, though, he dismissed Gitashan’s comment with a shrug and asked Bub, “What size of balloon and what kind of gas would be needed to take down a dragon big enough to wrap itself around Arnoch? A five-headed dragon.”

Bub looked to the Matriarch for permission to speak, and she nodded, all the while watching Nameless and stroking her lip with a finger.

“First off,” Bub said, “it was my ancestors that made the balloon Lord Kennick went up in, both vertically and in the explosive sense. It was nothing like the black balloon we have here, which relies solely on hot air. House Balloc still holds the patent for hydrogen-filled rigid balloons, for what it’s worth. Used to call them airships. There’s not much call for patents on Thanatos, and the patent ends with me, in any case. But a dragon big enough to encompass the city of the forebears… How much hydrogen, and how big a balloon? Seems a somewhat speculative question. Or is it a riddle?”

“It’s entirely practical,” Nameless said. “I’m here to tell you, Arnoch is quite real.”

“Tell me something I don’t already know,” Bub said, raising his eyes to the ceiling. “But it’s from a past so distant, most dwarves take it for mere legend. The Chronicles, though, leave little doubt as to the existence of Arnoch. I suspect, also, that King Arios, the last of the line of kings, was also a real historical figure, and not just the mythical demigod he’s sometimes made out to be.”

“Oh, he’s real enough,” Nameless said. “Make no bones about it.” The joke was for himself. Gitashan and Bub had no way of appreciating that the Arnochian king had been a talking skeleton when Nameless had met him.

Bub frowned, his eyes flicking to Gitashan and back to Nameless. “What is it you’re not telling me, son? I wasn’t born yesterday. I can feel the Exalted blood rushing through your veins like a kick in the fruits, but you’re not one of ours. I built a cairn for the last of our male Exalted myself—Lord Haxon Kly, as broad as he was tall, and a fearsome warrior. He was six hundred and seventy years old when he made his last stand against a swarm of harvesters. Gave the rest of our hunting party time to get to the safety the citadel. When I went back for his body, there were four of the shoggers dead with him. Four!”

“Impressive,” Nameless said, and he wasn’t joking.

“My point is,” Bub went on, but Gitashan interrupted him.

“I was starting to wonder if you had one.”

Bub smiled sycophantically, gave a little cough, and continued. “My point is, you are not from among us. Given what you’ve just said, logic dictates that you are from Arnoch, yet the Chronicles are quite clear that King Arios sunk the citadel.”

“I’m from Arx Gravis, actually,” Nameless said. “At least, originally. And currently, Brink. But there are dwarves once more in Arnoch. It rose from beneath the sea, and though they’re few in number, they’ve settled well there.”

“Dwarves?” Gitashan said. “What dwarves? The lords survived on Aosia? The Destroyer didn’t kill them all?”

“Three lords led the refugees from Arnoch across the Farfall Mountains,” Nameless said. “They founded my home city of Arx Gravis, but there are no more lords left alive. Well, except for yours truly. My mother passed on the blood to me. The rest are—”

“Commoners?” Gitashan said with evident distaste. “Common bloods have the run of Arnoch?”

“I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” Nameless said. “They’re good people, and brave. They’re governed by a council of—”

“A council?” Gitashan said. “What is that?”

“A body of wise elders,” Bub explained.

“Not necessarily wise,” Nameless said, “although you’d think it would be a prerequisite. And not always old, either.” He could imagine what Cordy would say to that.

“An elected body, though,” Bub said. “Who govern by majority vote.”

“What nonsense is this?” Gitashan said. “Arnoch needs a king. You can’t rule a people with meetings and votes.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” Nameless said. “Especially having seen the Council of Twelve in action. Or rather, inaction.”

“But commoners in charge?” Bub said. “It is unheard of.”

“Unthinkable,” Gitashan agreed. “Why are you not king?” she asked Nameless.

“Oh no. They tried that once before. Even came up with a name for me.”

“And what is this,” Gitashan said, “having no name? I thought, in the Chronicles, that was the mark of a—”

“Criminal,” Bub finished for her. He flinched, obviously expecting a backlash for his interruption, but the Matriarch seemed not to have noticed.

“I told you it was a long story,” Nameless said.

“Well, now’s your chance to tell it.” Gitashan leaned back on the bench and took a gulp of her drink, then held out the goblet for a refill.

Nameless could only stare into his own distilled creeper vine as he wondered how to play this. He decided to tell the truth, the whole truth. If he was going to persuade the Matriarch to send the dwarf lords to Arnoch’s aid, they needed to start on the right foot. They were an embattled and suspicious people, and with good reason. It didn’t bear thinking about how they would react if they felt they had been kept in the dark or lied to, not when Nameless would be asking them to lay all they had on the line.

Hesitantly, he started at the beginning, when he was a Ravine Guard under Marshal Thumil. He told them of the faen who’d broken into the scriptorium, the event that set everything else off. He’d not known it at the time, but the faen had exchanged a volume of the Chronicles of Arx Gravis for one that contained inserted references to the fabled Axe of the Dwarf Lords that would one day raise their people to new and glorious heights. Nameless’s brother, Lukar, was a Chronicles scholar, and inevitably, he had found the references. Lukar had grown obsessed with finding the axe, and eventually went after it into the bowels of Aranuin, the underworld realm of the faen. The Svarks had pursued him there and killed him. Nameless—or whatever he’d been called at the time—had gone after him but arrived too late. He’d returned to Arx Gravis with the axe. Only, it wasn’t the Axe of the Dwarf Lords: it was a copy, but black where the true Paxa Boraga was golden.

When he went on to describe the slaughter that had followed, the bloody butchery at the ravine, Gitashan clutched the stem of her goblet tightly and watched him with a mixture of awe and horror. Ancient Bub put his head in his hands, as if looking at Nameless would force him to imagine the scenes in vivid detail.

When Nameless finished in a shaky voice, silence hung thickly in the air. It was Bub who eventually broke it.

“Four hundred and twenty feet long, with a capacity for 400,000 cubic feet of hydrogen, and with two faen-crafted engines to power the propellers.”

Nameless looked at the old man, momentarily bewildered. As the shame of all he’d just confessed cracked and fell away from him, he realized Bub was answering his initial question about the size of the balloon.

“That’s very specific, laddie.”

“Only thing big enough for the task. For a balloon of that size, it has to be rigid, built around a frame of transverse rings and longitudinal girders, and there will need to be a lot of individual gasbags. The specifications are in the Chronicles. It was the last great project of House Balloc before the evacuation: an airship that could cross the world, or at least the Sea of Weeping surrounding the continent of Medryn-Tha. I’ve always wanted to replicate it here, but we lack the raw materials.”

“Your House started building it, you say?” Nameless said.

Abednego’s gigantic balloon at the top of the tallest tower! He’d said it was rigid, and it was over four hundred feet in length.

Bub nodded. “Aye. Almost finished it, by my understanding.”

Nameless clapped him on the shoulder. “I think I know where it is, laddie! We can do this!” He suddenly remembered Gitashan. “That is, if the Matriarch will consider my request for aid.”

She paused before answering, swilled the drink in her goblet, and drained it. There was a flush to her cheeks, and she slurred slightly when she spoke.

“You are forgetting something, Bubanthus. You are forgetting the portal stone.”

Bub smacked his palm into his forehead. “There’s no way of getting back to Arnoch,” he said. “For centuries, we possessed the means but not the will. It was believed Arnoch was gone for good, and that the Destroyer would have been there, waiting for us. Generation after generation, our patriarchs, and now our Matriarch, debated returning. Anything, they said, would be better than this world of death, but fear of the Destroyer still runs deep in our racial memory. And so we stayed.”

“The Destroyer is no more,” Nameless said. “Paxy and I put paid to that particular monster.”

Gitashan looked at him with disbelief. When Nameless didn’t change his story, other emotions flitted across her face. He was sure one of them was horror: horror at what manner of dwarf could take down the Destroyer. She was putting two and two together, he could see. She was making the connection with what he’d told her about the Ravine Butcher.

“But without the portal stone…” Bub said, turning up his palms.

“A human called the Warlord stole it from us,” the Matriarch said. “When our people and his were on the brink of an alliance.”

“And he regrets it, lassie.” Nameless wasn’t entirely sure that was the case, but he didn’t have a lot to work with.

The Matriarch threw her goblet across the room, where it struck the floor and clattered to a stop. “You know him?”

“He led us here. He’s agreed to use the stone to send us through the portal. Please, Matriarch, my people need you. They need the dwarf lords to return.”

Her amber eyes simmered, and the flush to her cheeks was more of an angry red than the bloom of inebriation.

“And what of my needs? What of my people’s needs?” She cocked her head and looked him square in the eyes. “The dwarf lords are close to extinction.”

“Then come back with us,” Nameless said. “Return to Arnoch. With your people and mine combined, our numbers will—”

“Are you suggesting we interbreed with common bloods?”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Nameless said.

“How dare you!” She went to strike him, but Nameless caught her wrist.

“I had a gutful of being hit by your sister,” he said. “I will not tolerate the same from you.” It was strong talk, but he was starting to think that was the only kind the Matriarch would understand.

Her lips curled back, baring her teeth in a snarl. They were chipped and yellow, no doubt an effect of eating the corrosive fare of Thanatos. It seemed a symbol of what they had become, these dwarf lords. The Matriarch’s exterior might have been exquisite, but once those teeth were unveiled, she struck him as just another animal doing whatever it took to survive.

No matter how much the dwarf lords tried to cling to a semblance of civilization, everything about their citadel reeked of survival, of an all-out will to dominate lest they be overrun. Beneath the veneer, it was a barbaric existence, primitive, and ultimately meaningless. Kill or be killed, is how Cid had put it. But for what purpose? What was the point of surviving just for survival’s sake? Nameless had come here seeking the aid of the dwarf lords, but he was starting to suspect his own people could offer far more in return.

With an effort that implied a will that was anything but brutish, Gitashan softened her expression, and she worked hard at a look of contrition. She even managed a wavering smile, but her eyes remained hard.

To Bub, she said, “Leave us. There are things we need to talk about that are only for Exalted ears.”

As the old dwarf shuffled from the room, Nameless caught a glimpse of the guards in the ocras helms and the three dwarves of his escort out in the corridor.

Gitashan waited for the door to shut before she extricated her wrist from Nameless’s grip and spoke. All the arrogance had drained away from her voice. He couldn’t tell if she was acting, but she sounded deferential, as if she had ceded dominance to him.

“It is a losing battle we fight against this death world,” she said. She waved her goblet, and Nameless topped it up for her. He wondered if her presumption gave the lie to her newfound submission.

“No other people could have lasted so long. We are dwarf lords, after all.”

Nameless didn’t have the heart to tell her the Warlord was making a good show of it, although, he had to admit, the dwarf lords had been fighting the good fight for considerably longer. Hundreds of years longer.

“According to the Chronicles,” Gitashan said, “the first of our people to arrive from Arnoch were decimated by disease, insects, all manner of plant and beast. But we adapted quickly and bit back. Swaths of land were cleared of their hazards. The ash coating the ground of the flats, placed there by the Warlord, was originally our idea. We taught him what to do when he first came to us. But Thanatos is a relentless enemy, and we lacked the numbers to continue the fight. A decision was made to build a stronghold in the mountains and do our best to hold on. And that’s what we’ve done, for centuries. I can only imagine Thanatos grew frustrated, for nothing this world threw at us could breach these walls. But then, a few generations ago, the rules of the battle between us appeared to change. Our birthrate declined.”

“Thanatos did that?” Nameless said.

“Thanatos, or maybe it was just something within us. Maybe, as a race, we gave up hope. Whatever the cause, we began to have fewer and fewer children, and then, the few we had were all girls. No one has produced a male child for a hundred years, and the few sired before that were weak and did not live long. When the last patriarch saw the danger, he ordered our remaining men to breed with as many women as they could, but it was to little avail. When the patriarch passed away, and the last remaining male Exalted, Lord Haxon Kly, was buried beneath a cairn of black rock, only my sister Thyenna and I manifested the blood. I was the elder, and so…”

“You were the first Matriarch? Ever?”

“The first woman to rule, yes, and who knows, maybe the last. It is expected I will produce an heir to give hope to our people, but there is no one left to mate with, save Cidruthus and Ancient Bub, and I will not rut with anything less than an Exalted.”

Nameless edged away a little more, as discreetly as he could. This wasn’t going to be as easy to get out of as he’d led Paxy to believe.

“What about your sister? She’s an Exalted, too, isn’t she? Does she share your reluctance to mate with what’s on offer?”

“Hah!” Gitashan said, but there was no humor in the sound. “Thyenna, like so many of our women, has had too little exposure to men, and none at all to men of her own age. Bub and Cid repulse her, even more than they do me. I fear my sister would not produce a child even were we to be inundated with male Exalted.” She sighed and watched Nameless for his reaction. “She takes her pleasure from other women.”

Nameless shrugged. “Each to their own.”

Gitashan shuffled closer and put her hand on his knee. It was the same move Dame Consilia had made on him that one time, though she’d had the mead to back it up. Say one thing for distilled creeper vine: it was like condensing twenty kegs of strong brew into a single shot, but it had as much chance of encouraging his dwarfhood as a hogshead cask of Ironbelly’s.

“Lassie,” Nameless said, gently lifting her hand off. “I am already spoken for.”

Gitashan looked sharply away and dipped her chin. “You are?” It sounded nonchalant, but there was an edge to it.

“A friend,” Nameless said. “Well, more than a friend. I think. I hope.”

Gitashan turned back to face him again. Her face had set into a mask, inscrutable. “She is an Exalted?”

“No.”

“A Lord?”

Nameless shook his head.

“A common blood?” Spittle flew this time. “How could you sully yourself so?”

“If you said that to Cordy, she’d break your teeth.”

Gitashan’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

“No,” Nameless said. “She’s no Exalted, and no dwarf lord. She is the Voice of the Council, though.”

“Voice?”

“Their spokesperson. A sort of first among equals.”

“Utter nonsense,” Gitashan said. “And these are the people you would have me aid? The people you expect me to risk my own for?”

“You’re already dying out,” Nameless said. “What do you have to lose, save a few more miserable years?”

“Likewise,” Gitashan countered. “What do they have to lose, besides bucket loads of common blood and the governance of those not fit to lick my arse?”

“Lassie,” Nameless said, “if arse licking is what you’re into, I fear, even if I were available, our tastes might render us incompatible.”

“If you were available? You are available until I say you are not.”

“I beg to differ,” Nameless said. “Even if you kept us imprisoned here, you can’t make my dwarfhood do anything it doesn’t want to. I have a hard enough time telling it what to do myself. Shogging thing has a mind of its own.”

“There are ways,” Gitashan said. “Creeper vine has many uses. How do you think Ancient Bub and Cid managed to go on performing for so long? And they weren’t always keen, either.”

“Then I see no point carrying on our discussion,” Nameless said. He stood and faced the archway the Matriarch had entered from. Holding out his hand, he whistled for Paxy.

Nothing happened.

“Oh, shog,” he said, remembering the case he’d put her in. “Ocras.”

Gitashan set down her goblet, rose, and stumbled toward him. Partly, it was the distilled creeper vine, but partly it was her ridiculously high sandals.

“We are Exalted, you and I,” she said, now slurring more than ever. “Have you ever slept with an Exalted? Can you even imagine what that would feel like, the coming together of our flesh, our blood?”

He was trying not to, but his blasted dwarfhood was doing all his thinking for him the closer she got.

He tried picturing Cordy, thought about that time beneath the volcano when they’d come so close. He dwelt on the memory of her lips pressed to his, the softness of her breasts. It was the wrong course of action. It only made things worse.

“There is nothing mundane about what we are, Nameless,” Gitashan said, coming up behind him and sliding her arms beneath his, clasping her hands over his chest.

Every time Nameless breathed, he was swamped by her musky scent. And every time, it inflamed him. He forced her hands apart and crossed the room to get away from her.

“There is nothing mundane about Cordy,” he said. “Or any of the rest of my people.” Even as he said it, the thought struck him: “There’s a point. Exalted blood doesn’t just appear out of nowhere, does it?”

“It is a gift, divinely bestowed by the Supernal Father,” Gitashan said. She tracked him with doleful eyes now. If anything, she looked pissed out of her skull and ready for bed. Just not the kind of bed she was angling for.

“But it’s not magicked out of thin air,” Nameless said. “It’s in the blood. Passed along through the generations.”

She nodded.

“But it skips some, and re-emerges in others,” Nameless said. “Sometimes, it misses one sibling and manifests in another. It’s fickle, I’ll grant you, but it’s not without cause or continuity.”

Now Gitashan was frowning, as if she couldn’t keep up with what he was saying.

“Let me make this easy for you,” Nameless said. “Three dwarf lords accompanied the common bloods out of Arnoch and went on to found Arx Gravis. One was from the House of Thayn. The firstborn daughter of every generation of House Thayn is named Yalla. That was my mother’s name.”

He gave Gitashan a sharp, penetrating look, but she still seemed confused.

“I’m guessing that’s how the blood passed to me. But what of the other two lords? What if they took mates among the common bloods? There’s nothing in our Chronicles to say they didn’t.” Actually, Nameless didn’t know about that, having never read them, but it seemed to help his case, throwing in a reference to the history books. “What if the Exalted blood has lain dormant among my people all these centuries, waiting for the right time to show itself?”

“Then why has it not—?”

“My point is,” Nameless said, “that when it manifests, the blood of the Exalted overwhelms so-called common blood. That’s how the Exalted blood can pass from generation to generation without being diluted. Maybe it’s already there, in each of us, and yet in some, in most, it never extends beyond latency?”

The sour look that wrinkled Gitashan’s face gave the impression she’d just chewed on a lemon.

“If I’m right,” Nameless said, “you have nothing to fear from interbreeding. Your people and mine could come together. This could be what both our peoples need to survive.”

“No,” Gitashan said. She swooned and staggered.

Nameless hurried to her side and caught her by the elbow.

“You know it makes sense, lassie. Please don’t be a shogger about it. You need us as much as we need you.”

“No,” Gitashan said again. She found her balance, and in an instant her whole demeanor changed. Any chink in her armor he thought he’d found closed over with a carapace of ocras. “Guards!” she called, and the door ground open.

Still without their swords, the ocras-helmed women entered, this time more tentatively. Gitashan seemed to realize how cowed they were. She might have mentioned Nameless no longer had his axe, but instead she called over their shoulders to the three women of the escort.

“You three, in here. You two, back on the door.”

As Kona, Shinnock, and Yalla bowed and scraped their way into the room, Gitashan said to Nameless, “You’ve had a fair hearing, and you’ve come up short. You will be taken to a cell, fed, and kept clean. When I send for you, and I will send, you will be given creeper vine, and you will do your duty with gusto, am I understood?”

“What about the others?” Nameless growled. “What about my friends?”

“Not that it is any of your business,” Gitashan said, indicating to Kona and Shinnock that they should grab Nameless’s arms, “but the old woman and the girl will be thrown from the mountain. Since the Warlord stole from us, that is how all strangers of no value are dealt with. For a while, I thought they might aid in your willful compliance, but now I see that any compliance from you will have to be forced. As for the common blood dwarf, I take your point about the Exalted blood lying dormant in everyone. Perhaps he will be rewarded with a worthy child, even if you are not. He will service the other lords, but you I shall keep for myself.”

Yalla came round in front of Nameless and shackled him with manacles made from the same dark rock as the citadel.

Gitashan flashed him a look of pure malevolence before turning on her heel and barking, “Take him away!”
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The stone manacles on his wrists pinched, but Nameless wasn’t about to complain to the three dwarves escorting him. Even if they replied, they would see it as a sign of weakness; and if they were anything like the Matriarch, that would only make matters worse.

Certainly, the three women were sterner than they’d been before, as if seeing the Matriarch’s anger toward him was confirmation of how he should be treated. Beforehand, they’d not really known what to make of him, but now he was just another prisoner.

They took a right at an intersection and headed for some stairs down. Two thuds from behind had Nameless turning, and Yalla, holding the leash attached to his shackles, turned, too.

Kona and Shinnock were collapsed on the ground. Before Nameless had fully registered the fact, a black shadow flowed past him and flung itself at Yalla. Pallid fingers jabbed her in the throat. She choked once, then dropped like a stone. The clang of her helm striking the floor echoed away down the corridor.

“Scuts should invest in gorgets,” Shadrak said, spinning to face Nameless, already unrolling his tool pack and setting about the manacles with a slender pick.

“You took your time, laddie,” Nameless said as one of the manacles clicked open. “If things had progressed much further, you’d be the one having to explain it to Cordy.”

“Explain what? That you went and got yourself captured?”

“It’s more than that,” Nameless said, feeling the heat rush to his face. “Wouldn’t it be easier to search them for the key?”

Shadrak opened the other manacle and dropped them clattering to the floor. “No, it wouldn’t.”

Nameless rubbed his wrists where the skin was chafed.

“She wanted… their Matriarch… You know.”

“Matriarch? What’s that, then?”

“Like Dame Consilia,” Nameless said, “only, more insistent.”

“And you said no?”

“Believe me, laddie, you would have, too.”

Shadrak rubbed his box beard, considering for a moment. “Yeah, you’re right. She’s a dwarf. Makes me want to yak just thinking about those hairy nipples.”

On the floor, Shinnock started to groan.

Nameless looked at Shadrak with surprise. “You didn’t kill them?”

“Nope.”

“But—”

“Remember when I broke you out of Arx Gravis?”

“Well, it wasn’t just you. I did my fair share.”

“Not disputing that,” Shadrak said, “but you gave me a hard time over slitting one or two throats. I figured, seeing as these are dwarves, too, you’d want them alive.”

“I do,” Nameless said, realizing he hadn’t even considered it. Only three hundred left. They couldn’t afford to lose a single dwarf. He gripped Shadrak by the shoulder and looked into his pink eyes. “Thank you, laddie.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Shinnock began to sit up, but Shadrak rushed over and pinched her on the neck. Her eyes rolled to white, and she keeled over again.

“I’m a bit rusty,” Shadrak said. “Ain’t much need for pressure point work as an assassin, but it used to come in handy when I was a cat burglar.”

“You used to steal cats?”

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “Down here. I already got the others out. They’re waiting in the crapper. Shog, you dwarves must eat some rank shite, judging by the stench in there.”

“Believe me, laddie, you wouldn’t catch me touching the food on offer here. But the minute I’m back in Arnoch, I’ll show you how a dwarf’s supposed to eat.”

“Let me guess,” Shadrak said, heading for the stairs, “liquid diet with a big head of froth on top?”

“Ah, you’ve tried it, then.”

They descended three levels, which must have taken them into the roots of the mountain. They passed row upon row of cell doors, each with a narrow view window cut into the black rock. All but one was ajar, and Shadrak explained that was down to him checking inside for the others. Beyond the cells, they came upon what must have been the jailer’s room, a compact square with just a stone desk and chair, and dozens of keys hanging from pegs on the wall.

“Jailer’s taking a bit of a lie down in one of the cells,” Shadrak said.

That explained the only door not open.

“What I don’t understand is why they need so many cells,” Nameless said. Maybe they used them for their own people from time to time, in case of intransigence or the slightest misdemeanor. Either that, or they’d started this war with Thanatos optimistically, and had envisaged holding all manner of beasts here to study.

A door at the back of the jailer’s room opened on to the most mephitic stench. Nameless put his hand over his nose and gagged. It was a bare room, save for a latrine that was a sight to… well, it was a sight best not to think about. When everyone was a lord, there was obviously no one to do the cleaning.

“You want to try hiding in here for any length of time,” Grimwart said, barging past him and sucking in great gulps of air. “Thank shog for that.” He still had his mace and shield.

“You find those, too, laddie?” Nameless said to Shadrak.

“Wasn’t exactly hard.”

Nameless felt like hugging him. “You did well, Shadrak. I don’t know—”

“Just remember, you owe me,” the assassin said.

Kadee emerged next, tottering, supported by the husk girl. The grey hair on her head was thinning, leaving patches of baldness. Her cheeks and eyes were sunken, but there was no mistaking the half smile on her face. It was only half a smile on account of the effort it cost her, not for any other reason. She was as proud of her foster son as Nameless was.

Shadrak dipped his head and looked away, embarrassed. Either that, or he didn’t want her to see the dampness of his eyes.

The husk girl looked different, too. Her golden hair was lank, coated with a gooey sheen of grey. Her skin was grey as well, and crinkled, as if it had been badly wrapped in some kind of sodden membrane. The bones protruding from her back stuck out above her shoulders now. From the front, it looked like she had two ivory-hilted swords strapped to her back. Her eyes were still sapphires, though milky cataracts coated them.

Nameless looked to Kadee, but the old woman merely shook her head and shrugged. It gave Nameless the feeling the girl was dying, same as Kadee clearly was. It made no sense to him, how a creature so young, so graceful, could wither away before his eyes.

“What did they do to you?” Grimwart said.

“Offered to shag his brains out,” Shadrak answered for Nameless. “And he went and turned the bitch down.”

“Really?” Grimwart said to Nameless.

“Really, laddie. But let me tell you, that’s nothing compared to what they had lined up for you.”

“Lined up for me? What was that, then?”

“By my guess,” Nameless said, “two hundred and ninety-seven extremely deprived females. No, make that two hundred and ninety-six: the Matriarch’s sister has a thing for the ladies.”

“You mean, they want to…”

“Loan you out as a stud, Grimwart. You’d be dead from exhaustion within a week.”

“Yes, but… Do we have to go?”

“For now, yes,” Nameless said. “We need to get out of here, rejoin the Warlord, then renegotiate from a position of strength. One thing I’ve learned about these dwarf lords: they respond well to dominance.”

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, “which is why they were leading you off in chains.”

Grimwart went ahead, tucked in behind his shield, past the cells and back up the steps. To anyone but another dwarf, it must have looked like he knew where he was going, but he was relying on the sense peculiar to all dwarves that told them how far below ground they were, and where the nearest egress was.

Of course, that could have been something they inherited from Sektis Gandaw’s experiments. The Mad Sorcerer had meshed the dwarves of Arx Gravis with the faen of Aranuin in some way, modified them so they could mine the ocras he needed for the building of his mountain base. The faen occupied the deep spaces beneath Aosia, and they had an unerring subterranean sense. Shadrak had shown the same thing within the maze-like corridors of his lore craft.

The assassin took over care of Kadee from the husk girl, as if he needed to remain close to her this last leg of her journey. Nameless only wished there was something they could do for her, some way of returning her to the Forest of Lost Souls.

He kept pace with the husk girl, but when she slowed to a stiff, faltering step, he picked her up in his arms and carried her. By the time they reached what felt to him like the ground floor and followed Grimwart down a broad, featureless corridor toward a turning, she was fast asleep.

Grimwart padded back toward them. “The gatehouse is up ahead,” he said. “Just around the corner. The outer doors have two guards.”

“We should go out the way I came in,” Shadrak said, nodding up at the ceiling, indicating the upper levels.

“You have a rope?” Grimwart said.

“No. Just climbed the walls.”

“I can’t see Kadee doing that, laddie, can you?” Nameless said. “Or the girl. Come to think of it, Grimwart and I would probably fall and break our necks.”

“The gatehouse it is, then,” Shadrak said. “But I go first. Those scuts sound the alarm, and we’re shogged.”

A terrific crash came from the direction of the gatehouse. Shadrak started forward, but Nameless said, “Stay with Kadee.” He was about to ask Grimwart to take the husk girl, but she was suddenly alert and trembling with fear. He set her on her feet and said, “It’s all right, lassie. I’ll be right back.”

Wishing he still had Paxy, he skirted the wall to the corner and peered around.

For a barbican, it was relatively small, and it was as dull and featureless as the rest of the citadel, save for the teeth of an obsidian portcullis already starting to descend from the ceiling.

Two dwarf lords moved back behind it as it dropped down into the grooves cut into the floor. Their helmed heads kept glancing at each other then off to the door through the latticed stonework of the portcullis. They each had glaives drawn, massive blades that required two hands to swing.

A second crash shook the gatehouse. A third, and a fissure ripped its way down the stone of the doors.

One of the dwarf lords fumbled a horn free from its clasp at her belt and sounded a long, keening note. As if in response, a thud came through the ceiling, and then a ferocious pounding started up all around the citadel. The floor trembled beneath Nameless’s feet, the walls juddered, and rock dust cascaded from above. Off in the distance, the echo of an answering horn sounded, and it, too, was met with more hammering on the outside of the citadel. This time, chunks of masonry crashed down around the gatehouse, and the portcullis rattled as it shook.

Nameless slipped back round the corner.

“What the shog is it?” Shadrak asked.

Kadee was hunched over beside her foster son. He had his arm in hers, and was covering her ear with his free hand, as if he could shield her from the noise.

The husk girl’s eyes flicked in the direction of each thud and clatter. Grimwart turned a steady circle, unblinking, shield raised.

Booted feet pounded along the floor above. Distant cries reverberated down the corridors. Another horn sounded. There was the crash and rumble of falling rock—it sounded like a wall had collapsed. A woman bellowed a battle cry, and other voices joined in.

“Which way?” Grimwart asked.

Shadrak started to lead Kadee back the way they’d come. “Away from the outer walls.”

He stopped, though, when a dozen dwarf lords came tramping toward them.

Nameless stepped in front, tried to look like he had every right to be there.

“What’s going on?” he yelled.

They came on more cautiously now, watching him as if he were somehow responsible for the din, for the assault on the citadel.

“You tell me,” Matriarch Gitashan said, pushing her way through from the rear. She was armored once more, and her scimitar hung from her hip. She carried the ocras case that held Paxy.

“This is nothing to do with—”

“Me,” Kadee said, in a thin, rasping voice.

“What?” Shadrak said.

Kadee patted his hand and left his side. She took a tottering step toward the Matriarch.

“They’ve caught up at last,” she said. “The soul-stealers. They’ve come for me.”
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Shadrak glared at his foster mother as if she’d just betrayed him. He couldn’t believe it—didn’t want to—but he must have known this would happen all along. What was he, a scutting amateur, allowing himself to be blindsided by sentiment?

“Soul-stealers?” the dwarf lord with the ocras case said. It was shaped like an axe. Her close-fitting armor marked her off from the others as someone important. Her amber eyes flashed at Nameless. “This old woman is one of the dead? You brought one of the dead here?”

“I—”

“You have doomed us all.”

“Matriarch,” Nameless said. “Gitashan, if we leave now, if you allow us to go, they might follow us. It’s Kadee they want, not the citadel, not you.”

“No!” Shadrak said. He pulled out a flintlock, in case anyone was going to argue with him. He took Kadee’s hand and stepped toward the Matriarch. “Out of my way. We go deeper, down into the roots of the mountain.”

“Kill her,” the Matriarch said, and the dwarves behind her surged forward. “Kill the old woman and throw her corpse outside.”

“Stay the shog where you are!” Shadrak yelled. He didn’t like the way his voice came out shrill, like a petrified child’s. But even as he thought it, he knew that was the case. The soul-stealers were coming for his mother, and they weren’t having her. Not while he still breathed.

The dwarves kept advancing, so he let off a shot at the ceiling. Thunder boomed, and dust rained down.

Outside, it went deathly quiet. The dwarf lords froze in their tracks, turning their full-faced helms to the Matriarch for direction.

She, on the other hand, had her eyes fixed on Nameless, and they were ablaze with rage.

“So, Exalted,” she said, lips curling in a snarl, “it’s your move. What are you going to do?”

Nameless made a fist, as if it could help him think of a way out of this. In his way, he was as desperate as Shadrak. He’d do anything to save Kadee, anything to save Shadrak, Grimwart, and the girl. But more than that, he’d do whatever it took to save the dwarf lords and bring them back to Arnoch. It’s what he did. Only, this time, he was out of options, and it was apparent he knew he was by the shaking of his fist, the knotting of every muscle in his body, the sense he was about to explode. But when it came, his response was less of an explosion and more of a whimper.

“Whatever Shadrak tells me.”

It was over in his mind, Shadrak realized. Nameless was admitting defeat. Or was he? The way his old friend was watching him now, the teary dew of compassion in his hazel eyes, he hadn’t given up. He’d merely put his own needs aside for his friend.

“I’m sorry, Nameless,” Shadrak said, taking aim at the Matriarch’s head. “I can’t leave her. I can’t lose Kadee.”

Nameless shut his eyes, but he gave the slightest of nods.

“Fellah…” Kadee said, voice no more than a hoarse whisper.

“No, Mom, I can’t…” But already his gun was coming down. He couldn’t abandon Kadee to the soul-stealers, but he couldn’t do this to Nameless, either.

“Well, if you scuts are going to just stand there and get us all killed,” Grimwart said, excoriating the Matriarch and her entourage with his eyes, “it’s a shogging good job you’re too up your own arses to come back to Arnoch. With you on our side, the dragon would have us for breakfast.”

The Matriarch started to open the casket she carried. “Why, you insolent shogging common—”

A concussive crash ripped through the corridor, and the left-hand wall collapsed. Before anyone could react, a face like a raptor’s skull rushed at Kadee, trailed by ragged wings of dust and smoke.

Even as Shadrak’s gun came up, he knew it was too late. In the same instant, Nameless cried, “Paxy!” and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords shot from the Matriarch’s casket and straight into his hand. Gold flashed across Shadrak’s vision, and the soul-stealer’s head exploded in a thousand shards of bone.

“Enough squabbling!” Nameless roared, and he held up his axe for the dwarf lords to see. “We fight!”

Soul-stealers came swarming over the wreckage of the wall, and the dwarf lords leapt to meet them. Grimwart stepped across Kadee with his shield, and Shadrak opened fire with both flintlocks. It was a chaos of snarls and grunts, splintered bone and flashing steel. The Matriarch drew her scimitar and entered the fray, cutting left and right, and each time finding her mark.

But the more they smashed soul-stealer skulls, the more came, wraith-like on their insubstantial wings.

Nameless crushed two in quick succession, keeping himself between the soul-stealers and the husk girl. But he needn’t have been concerned on her account. The soul-stealers had one target, and one alone. They were all trying to get to Kadee.

Skull after skull was pulverized by axe, hammer, and glaive. One soul-stealer slipped through a gap in the shield wall the dwarf lords had formed, but Grimwart was there to meet it with his own shield and a devastating whack of his mace.

As they realized they were being thwarted, the soul-stealers started to go for the dwarves. A razor-lined beak ripped through the rim of a shield and snapped at the bearer till it was ended by a shattering blow from the Matriarch’s scimitar. But that left the Matriarch open to a concerted attack from three others. Shadrak gunned one down in a shower of bone shards, and the Matriarch recovered in time to backslash another out of her way. But the third swept in from the side before she had time to see it.

Grimwart bellowed as he charged in with his shield. The noise distracted the soul-stealer long enough for him to get there and pound it with steel. As it swept above the shield, Grimwart’s mace came down and reduced it to dust. The Matriarch saw he’d saved her, snarled, and turned back to the fighting.

But Kadee had been left exposed.

A soul-stealer zigzagged through the buckling shield wall and sped straight at her. Shadrak missed it with the first shot, clipped it with the second. But it wasn’t enough to stop it.

“No!” he cried as its beak gaped wide.

The husk girl’s hand swept out faster than a striking serpent. The soul-stealer’s skull exploded, and then the girl grabbed Kadee and turned her back on the swell of soul-stealers, using her own body to plug the gap in the shield wall.

Kadee extricated herself from the husk girl’s embrace and stepped toward the fight. A baffled look passed across the girl’s face as she moved to intercept Kadee, but then she froze, overcome with the realization of what Kadee was about to do.

Shadrak saw it, too, and his heart stopped. He wanted to run to his foster mother, but it was like he was trapped in a nightmare and unable to move.

Kadee’s bleary eyes met his as she hobbled toward the desperately battling line of dwarves. Tears tracked freely down both her cheeks—cheeks as wrinkled and sunken as they’d been in life: real life back in Vanatus, when she’d been everything to him.

Shadrak’s lips trembled as he tried to speak, but his words were as frozen as his limbs.

Kadee mouthed, “I love you, fellah,” then continued to hobble toward the shield wall.

As if sensing what was going on, sensing that she was coming, the soul-stealers backed away and waited. Dirty light streaked in from between the breaches in the outer walls beyond the inner one they had broken through.

Nameless saw her first and dropped his chin to his chest. He knew there was nothing more they could do. They had given it all they had, but there was no end to the soul-stealers. They just kept on coming, as inexorable as time.

Slowly, reluctantly, as if it offended all they stood for, the dwarf lords parted to let Kadee through. The Matriarch drew in a deep breath and nodded at Kadee’s passing back. Grimwart lowered his shield and shook his head.

As Kadee stepped over the rubble into the spears of grey light, and a cloud of ragged wings closed in to smother her, Shadrak sank to his knees, too flooded with grief even to cry.

And then, as the soul-stealers pulled back, departing the citadel now they had what they’d come for, the husk girl began to sing. There were no words, just a keening, haunting melody that seemed to bring time to a standstill. It washed over Shadrak, numbing his pain and coaxing voices, images, scents from his past, from the only part of his life he’d ever considered worth living. They were memories of Kadee.

Nameless lumbered toward him, exhausted from fighting but burdened by his friend’s grief. He lay his axe on the ground as he knelt in front of Shadrak and buried him in a hug, held him as he shuddered, and the tears finally flowed free.
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Nameless had no idea how long he knelt and held Shadrak in his arms, but he couldn’t let go. He wouldn’t, not until every last drop of moisture had been wrung from his friend’s eyes. Nameless wept, too. Wept for Kadee as well as for her son, but he also wept for Arnoch, and for Cordy, whom he’d likely never see again. It had been a brave attempt, a valiant effort, and he was prouder than he could have believed of Grimwart and Shadrak and the girl, and privileged beyond measure to have witnessed what Kadee had done: the calm way she had accepted her fate for the sake of her friends. And not just her friends: for the sake of the dwarf lords.

A jolt of anger passed through him at that thought. It was the dwarf lords who’d imprisoned the old woman, the dwarf lords who’d refused to come to Arnoch’s aid, and the dwarf lords and their strumpet Matriarch who valued others by their utility, which in his case and Grimwart’s meant how much seed they could supply before they were too old and dried up to go on.

Shadrak no longer shuddered. His tears no longer spattered Nameless’s chainmail. But he hadn’t recovered, either. Nameless held him at arm’s length, looked him in the eye. Shadrak’s gaze was vacant, like the husk girl’s had been, and when Nameless let go of him, he hung there on his knees, as if we were made of wax that had set.

The husk girl was watching. She nodded sadly, a single tear drop glistening like quicksilver on her cheek. The film coating her skin had thickened, and her eyes were almost completely whited over by their cataracts.

Matriarch Gitashan sighed and shook her head. “You only have yourselves to—”

“Matriarch!” a dwarf lord cried, scrambling over the rubble of the wall. She stood to attention and spoke quickly, before she could be chastised for interrupting. “The outer walls are breached all over the citadel, and there are harvesters gliding down from the peaks. Somehow, they know we are vulnerable. It’s as if the soul-stealers communicated it to them.”

The color drained from Gitashan’s face. She turned horrified eyes on Nameless.

“See what you have done! They watch us perpetually, waiting for any sign of weakness. And now, you have given them what they want.” As she said the last, she stormed toward Nameless with her scimitar raised.

Grimwart stepped in her way, blocked her with his shield.

The dozen dwarf lords who’d been with the Matriarch came at the Svark from every side. More were running in from other parts of the citadel, clambering over the rubble of the collapsed wall.

Nameless surged to his feet, bringing Paxy with him. “Enough!” he bellowed. He put a hand on Grimwart’s shoulder, encouraged him to stand aside as he addressed the dwarf lords. “If you stay here, you’re going to die out, whatever you do. Oh, you might last a few decades, maybe even a century or two, but eventually, it will be over.”

He had their attention. He was right about how to speak to these people.

“Then, so be it,” the Matriarch said. “At least we will die as dwarf lords, untainted by the blood of commoners, not forced to endure their illegitimate rule.”

“Grimwart’s a commoner,” Nameless said.

“Oi, watch it.” Grimwart’s response was automatic, the one that Nameless would have been looking for under normal circumstances, but no one was in a laughing mood.

Nameless went on, as if the Black Cloak hadn’t interjected. “But did you see the way he stood against those soul-stealers? Are you going to tell me the rest of you did any better?”

Behind their face plates, at least fifty pairs of eyes met his, and more dwarf lords were still filtering into the corridor, gathering together as the scale of the crisis became known. Some of them were children, halfway to being adults, all armored and looking like they could handle themselves in a tavern brawl.

“Does anyone here want to disparage what Grimwart, a mere common blood, did here today? What he always does, whenever his friends are in trouble? Our people back home are the same. The dwarves of Arnoch.”

He let the citadel’s name hang in the air; let them know there were new dwarves in Arnoch that were equally as worthy as the dwarf lords of old.

“When the dragon came against the citadel, they faced it, the same as you would have done. And when they realized the task was beyond them, that their numbers were too few, they did the only thing left to them: they turned to you for help. You, the dwarf lords that are revered in our legends. The mythical ancestors whose return has always been hoped for. The model for what a dwarf should be. You. Their betters.”

That last word he cast at Gitashan like a javelin.

She recoiled, then opened her mouth for a retort, but Nameless cut her off.

“I thought you would be more than this. Other than this. I hoped, I dreamed, you would save my people in the hour of their direst need. So, I came here, to Thanatos. I came here with loyal friends.” He looked pointedly at Shadrak, still on his knees, still broken and unmoving. He looked at Grimwart, and at the husk girl, in her own way as set in stone as the assassin. “I came here, and I found you. And I have found you wanting.”

He turned away from them to Grimwart. “You bring the girl, I’ll bring Shadrak. Come on, there’s nothing for us here.” And for the Matriarch’s benefit, he added, “And if they try to stop us, don’t hold back with the mace.”

He’d barely stooped to lift Shadrak, when a woman cried, “Arnoch!”

Gitashan stiffened, and her amber eyes roved the gathering crowd of dwarf lords, searching out the culprit.

Thyenna stepped forward. Her sister. The only other surviving Exalted among them.

“Arnoch,” she said again, this time straight at her sister.

There were mutters and nods of agreement from behind her.

“Thyenna,” the Matriarch snapped. “You would dare to—”

“Arnoch,” Thyenna said once more, this time barely above a whisper. She touched a finger to her sister’s lips, implored her with her eyes. “It’s what we were born for, Gitashan. Who we are. We are Exalted, you and I. I never knew what that meant before, when all we were doing was hiding away and surviving. But this… this cause… It fires my blood and shouts to me that it is the right thing to do. The only thing.”

“Arnoch!” the cry went up from the massing dwarf lords. They continued to arrive from across the rubble, and from further back down the corridor. Even the two guards from the gatehouse came to join them.

From the back, Ancient Bub hollered, “You have my vote!” and then he swiftly added, with an impish grin for Nameless, “Only joking!”

“And my guns,” Cidruthus Tallish said, coming along the corridor, waving the two massive rifles he’d had on his wall. He was walking without his sticks, as if he no longer needed them; as if the excitement had restored him in some way. “And they still work! Shot one of those soul-stealers smack in the middle of its skull when it came through the ceiling. Boom! Went up in a puff of smoke. Let’s go, I say. This place is finished, and I for one ain’t waiting around for an army of harvesters to drop by. So, come on, where’s this shogging dragon?” He raised a rifle and pulled the trigger. A coruscating bolt of blue light burst from the end and blasted a chunk out of the ceiling. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t know,” Gitashan said, all certainty gone from her voice.

“We will all die, if we stay,” Thyenna said. “Think on it, Sister. The timing is right. We have to go. We have to return to Arnoch. It is our destiny.”

Nameless stepped away from Shadrak and held out his hand to Gitashan. Her amber eyes had lost their wildness. They looked haunted as her fingertips met his. Nameless held her gaze, encouraged her with a nod, and she grasped his wrist in the way warriors were supposed to.

“Thyenna is right, Matriarch,” Nameless said. “Do this. Do it for the dwarf lords. Do it for Arnoch. But most of all, do it because you are an Exalted, charged with the protection of your people, as I am charged with the protection of mine.”

She stared into his eyes for a long moment, and then gave a short, decisive jerk of her head.

“We go!” she declaimed, and cheers rang out down the corridor. “Take only what you have with you. You all know what to do. You’ve trained for this all your lives. So, come on. Let’s move it!”

A vanguard of twenty headed off through the gatehouse. Nameless crouched beside Shadrak, holstered his guns, then scooped him up and threw him over one shoulder. Grimwart strapped his shield to his back and then hefted the husk girl into his arms.

“Wait up!” a woman cried from the far end of the corridor. She was dressed in a leather apron, clean-shaven and bald as an egg. Well, not exactly clean: a two-day growth of stubble shadowed her scalp and chin, both of which were speckled with angry red welts. They looked like flea bites to Nameless, which made him wonder what manner of diseases flowed through her blood. This was Thanatos, after all, where the concept “harmless” had yet to be invented. An armored dwarf lord supported her under the arm.

“Our beautiful jailer,” Grimwart said. His eyes lost their focus, as if he were imagining something. He scrunched his face up and looked about to gag. “You think they expected me to do her, too?”

“Indubitably, laddie. All part of your duties. Still want to stay?”

“Shog off.”

A call came from up front that they were clear to proceed, and the last three hundred dwarf lords, women, children, and two old men, marched out of the Dark Citadel on the start of their journey back to Arnoch.

They moved swiftly down the mountain path, an orderly column, four abreast, and not a dwarf lord missing a synchronized step. Nameless found his legs wanting to keep the same marching rhythm, but with Shadrak over one shoulder, and Paxy over the other, it was a hard enough task keeping up at all. Grimwart was struggling, too, carrying the husk girl. If the Matriarch hadn’t noticed and slowed the column, they would have ended up falling behind. But the fact that she did was a glimmer of hope to Nameless. At least she was starting to think like an Exalted.

The skies were dotted with spiraling black shapes drifting on the thermals. More alighted on ridges high up on the mountains. Others dropped through the clouds above the citadel to land atop the curtain walls and track the column’s progress with jerky movements of their featureless black heads.

Harvesters.

Nameless could sense the frisson between the creatures spread out all along the mountain range, the anticipatory excitement before the slaughter to come.

The march quickened again, and this time, Nameless and Grimwart did all they could to keep up. Nameless stumbled and almost fell, but a dwarf lord caught him around the waist. Her eyes were fearful beneath her face plate, but she still offered to relieve him of his burden. He declined and redoubled his efforts to make it down the mountain path before the battle started. Shadrak was his responsibility, his friend, and he was passing him off to no one.

One by one, harvesters touched down on the path behind the column. They were keeping their distance but growing bolder. You had to ask, though, why they needed to pluck up the courage. The creatures were faster than any dwarf, and judging by the dark shapes overhead, those perched on the ridges and the walls of the citadel, they outnumbered the evacuees at least three to one.

Maybe they were playing with their prey. Or maybe they’d had their noses bloodied by the dwarf lords in the past and were biding their time. Lord Haxon Kly had taken down four of them, after all, when he was way past his prime. Maybe that last act of defiance, that last act of bravery in defense of his people had counted for something. Nameless liked to think so, that every deed of heroism, no matter how small, mattered somehow in the grand scheme of things.

Up ahead, Matriarch Gitashan fell back till she was in step with her sister Thyenna. They conferred for a minute, and then Thyenna jogged to the head of the column and Gitashan dropped back further till she walked beside Nameless.

“It won’t be long now,” she said. “They are a calculating enemy, and they are taking stock of us.” Her eyes flitted constantly about the column, and there was a barely suppressed quaver in her voice.

“You’re wondering if you’ve done the right thing?”

“No,” she said, turning her gaze on him. “Stay or go, once the walls were breached, the outcome was always going to be the same.”

“Unless we take them by surprise,” Nameless said.

“Surprise?”

A harvester glided closer, and a cold voice said in Nameless’s mind, You are few, we are many, and you are so very tired.

He slung Paxy with almost casual abandon. The golden blades streaked across the intervening space, but the harvester swerved to avoid them. As Paxy went for the rebound, the creature dived from view behind a looming crag. They weren’t just calculating and fast, they were also learning, as if whatever was experienced by one was mysteriously conveyed to the others.

“This surprise you have in mind,” Gitashan said, “will need to be better than that.”

“It is, lassie. It is. Only, it’s dependent upon something you may not like.”

“Oh?”

“Trust.”

She clenched her jaw and gave a nod of grim determination. “The way I see it, there’s not much choice. I will trust you, if you can trust me.”

“I know I can count on you,” he said. He didn’t know, but he had a strong feeling about these things. At the end of the day, the Matriarch was a dwarf lord. More than that, she was Exalted, and that was blood he could happily put his trust in. But it wasn’t her he was concerned about. Nor was he asking her to place her trust in him.

The vanguard was nearing the foothills beneath the mountain; and so, if there was any point in saying it, he needed to say it now, before all hell broke loose and the harvesters had to do nothing but swoop down and pick up the pieces.

“It’s the Warlord I need you to trust.”

“What? After what he did to us? After he stole the portal stone?”

“And we’ll fix that!” Nameless said. He hadn’t meant to shout, but his blood was up, and they had very little time. “It’s past now. All we have is this moment, and if we’re lucky, the future. What the Warlord did was wrong. I suspect even he knows that. But the Warlord has his needs like the rest of us. He’s agreed to help us, and by shog we need him right now. And we’re going to need him again to reach the portal, and to get back to Arnoch.”

“You have placed our fate in the hands of our enemy?” Gitashan said.

The dwarf lords around them were starting to look edgy. They were not used to seeing the Matriarch ruffled, and yet, judging by what had happened back at the citadel, when Thyenna had spoken for all of them, the idea that Gitashan was to be obeyed without question was starting to fray around the edges.

“The enemy of my enemy…” Nameless was already wincing at his resort to cliché.

“Is still my enemy.”

“Spoken like a true dwarf lord,” Nameless said. “But a dwarf lord of Thanatos, not of Arnoch. Lassie, what I’m asking of you is no small thing. You were right just now, about us trusting each other, and maybe that is what I need from you. You have to believe in me, if we are going to get through this. I’m not always right, and I may even be wrong this time, but I have a feeling in my guts, in the weave of my beard, that this Warlord, this Harry Chesterton, is a good man, a man we can rely on.”

Gitashan picked up her pace, started to pull away from him, and for a fleeting moment, he thought he’d lost her. But then she slowed down to wait for him and said, “Call me foolish, if you like. Call me naïve. There is no way for me to trust the Warlord. His very act of theft tells me there is no honor in him.”

“But?” Nameless said. “I’m assuming there is a but?”

“But I do trust you.”

“I have that effect on people,” Nameless said.

“Do not make light of it. And trust does not mean I like you. The Chronicles may one day curse me for it, but something in my guts, something in the weave of my beard, tells me you will not fail us.”

Shadrak, draped over Nameless’s shoulder, moaned. Nameless had assumed he was asleep.

“Is he…?” he asked Gitashan.

She peered behind at the assassin’s face. “Awake, but not with us. I have seen this sort of thing before. Our people are inured to grief. It is something only time can heal.”

Nameless nodded. He only hoped they had the time. Seeing his old friend like this was almost as bad as if Shadrak had been killed. Maybe it was worse.

“Lassie,” Nameless said, returning to what they’d been talking about. “I don’t expect you to like me. I quite often don’t like myself. But one thing I can promise you: by this act of coming with us to the portal, of pledging yourselves to Arnoch, your people and mine are one.” His anger almost flared again when he saw the derisive look that crossed her face. “Maybe not in your mind, but in mine, they are. And I once crossed half a continent to keep my people from harm. I would do no less for yours.”

Before she could reply, cries of alarm went up all along the length of the column. Harvesters leapt from the peaks and soared downward at frightening velocities. Those already circling above plummeted and cast the path into shadow.

Nameless glanced in front. They’d reached the steps growing out of the foothills, almost made it to the gully skirting the mountain.

“Keep going!” he cried.

“No!” The Matriarch countermanded him with a voice like thunder. She suddenly seemed ten feet tall, and all eyes were upon her. “Tortoise, now!”

Shields turned in one glimmering wavelike motion. At the same time, the ranks up front and back compressed, until Nameless was wedged into the center of a tightly formed-up square. The shields on the edges stayed outward facing, but those in the body of the square were raised in a ceiling overhead.

And not a moment too soon.

Harvesters crashed into them like hail on a tin roof, every thud jolting the dwarf lord beneath. Knees buckled but did not fail, and under the sustained barrage, the ranks packed even tighter together. Here and there, silver daggers poked through gaps in the shield ceiling, but glaives, hammers, and axes were rammed up with practiced precision, and the daggers either withdrew or clattered to the ground. Nameless saw a bearded girl slip between two women and slice a harvester’s grasping fingers off with her shortsword.

“Thyenna, lead!” Gitashan bellowed.

The Matriarch had no shield of her own, but was pressed in beneath those surrounding her, Nameless, and Grimwart. It seemed strange the Svark was sheltering beneath someone else’s, while his own massive shield remained strapped to his back.

Nameless could see Grimwart didn’t like it, being hemmed in, barely able to move. He didn’t like it himself, being reliant on everyone else, unable even to swing his axe.

Up ahead, Thyenna cried out, “Tortoise, crawl!”

The square started toward the gully at the bottom of the mountain path. Steps were negotiated with disciplined ease, without any break in the lines.

Harvesters clanged and clashed against the shields. One squeezed through to the side, but a dwarf lord head-butted it and closed the gap. It was one of the ocras-helmed guards from outside Gitashan’s chambers.

A crushing weight buckled the middle of the shield ceiling. Dwarves were forced to their knees, bracing their shield arms on their helmed heads. Another heave, and they inched closer to the ground. But just when Nameless thought they would break, the dwarf lords burst into a fierce, booming battle song. At the third blistering beat, they surged upward together and threw the harvesters back.

“Keep moving!” Thyenna yelled.

“Forward!” Gitashan bellowed. “For Arnoch!”

Nameless’s heart swelled with pride hearing her give the cry, and he joined his voice to hers: “For Arnoch!”

The battle song gave way to a chant that punctuated every grueling, hard-won step toward the gully: “Arnoch! Arnoch! Arnoch!”

The harvesters rammed concussively into one side. A dwarf was flung back into the next in line, bowling her from her feet, and one after another, dwarf lords fell in swift succession.

A single harvester pushed through the gap left by the fallen dwarves and sprang straight at Nameless. There was no time to react, but Paxy reacted for him. She wrenched herself away from his shoulder and launched at the harvester, punching it out of the shield square. And then she hovered there, in the breach, warding against any more incursions as the dwarf lords got back to their feet. With the gap closed, Paxy weaved her way back to Nameless.

“Good girl,” Nameless said. Without her, he’d have been dead.

Another concerted attack, this one from behind, and the shield wall finally started to come apart. As chinks of grey light speared down from outside, and flashes of silver started to rip the ceiling of shields apart, the rattle of thunder came from up front.

A man cried, “Get down! All of you, now!”

Gitashan found Nameless’s eyes. She looked defeated, petrified she had failed her people at the last.

“Do it!” Nameless bellowed. “Down on the ground!”

There was an instant’s hesitation from the Matriarch, and then she roared, “Now!”

As one, the dwarf lords dropped to their backs, shields raised over them. Grimwart was on his front, like a turtle beneath its shell, but Nameless had no shield. The best he could do was cover Shadrak with his body.

Flames roared above them. Scorching heat singed Nameless’s hair and britches, and he gritted his teeth, waiting for his skin to blister and bubble.

 

 

 




TWENTY-SEVEN

The oppressive weight of harvesters lifted as they were driven off by the initial burst of fire, and a second blast sent them fleeing up the mountain path.

Thankfully, the streams of flame had been aimed high enough not to do Nameless any lasting harm, though sitting down might be out of the question for a week or so. He felt behind and was relieved the seat of his britches was still intact. It would do nothing for his status and dignity among the dwarf lords to walk around with his hairy arse sticking out.

Boots stepped among the dwarves toward the routed harvesters. Fire continued to spew in long, sweeping arcs. Nameless craned his neck, took in the padded black outfits, the snub-nosed masks, and he thanked shog his trust had been rewarded.

The Warlord had come for them.

The twenty men and women of the Warlord’s party formed a line between the dwarves and the harvesters. One of the fighters towered above the rest, his fair hair poking from the back of his hastily fitted mask. Ardo the Strongman.

At the Matriarch’s command, the dwarf lords got to their feet and swiftly re-formed into a column.

“To the gully,” the Warlord cried, lifting his mask so his voice would carry. A flicker of worry crossed his face when he met the Matriarch’s sullen gaze.

Gitashan merely nodded and barked, “Do as he says!”

And up front, her sister Thyenna led the way down out of the foothills.

The harvesters continued to harry them as they entered the gully. Dozens of those behind scrabbled up the rocky walls, tore across ledges, and flung themselves below. Shields were raised to thwart them, and with blinding speed and the agility of a cat, the harvesters bounded away before anyone could come close to scoring a hit.

The Warlord’s people took the rearguard. All around where Nameless walked beside the Matriarch, dwarf lords marched with tireless precision. The children kept up, as if they’d been born to marching, born to the trials of warfare. Grimwart was as fatigued as Nameless, though, burdened by the husk girl and the shield on his back.

Each time the harvesters grew bold enough to strike from the rear, they were driven back by a wall of flame. After a mile or so of one repulsed attack after another, the flames started to sputter, and then they dried up altogether.

The Warlord issued a command, and his people adjusted their guns. Next time the harvesters surged forward, they were met with a hail of bullets that sent their front ranks flailing to the ground amid splashes of black blood.

But they’d sensed another weakness and came on against the gunfire in an irrepressible wave.

The Warlord made further adjustments to his gun, and with a roaring rush, smoke streaked from the barrel. A hundred feet away, the ground exploded in a burst of flames and rocky shrapnel, decimating the harvesters in the blast radius. The walls either side juddered, and chunks of stone broke loose, crashing, bouncing, tumbling below, until a whole section of the gully gave way in an avalanche of boulders and billowing dust. Scores of harvesters were buried beneath it, and those left standing scattered up the sides of the gully.

Unhampered by attack for the moment, the column proceeded apace toward far end of the gully. The Warlord had won them a reprieve, but already harvesters were gathering atop the rubble of the collapsed walls.

The vanguard of dwarf lords passed through the mouth of the gully, and within minutes they were all trudging across ash-covered ground away from the mountains.

“Now we stick to the flatland,” the Warlord called to his people. “Deprive them of their aerial assaults.”

He was right: the harvesters didn’t fly, they glided on the membranes under their arms. Away from the high ground, their options for attack were limited.

That still left front, back, left, and right, though, and it was the Warlord’s party at the rear who took the brunt of it. Volley after volley ripped into the harvesters pouring out of the gully, and little by little, they began to fall back.

Up front, Thyenna and the vanguard were largely unimpeded. On the one occasion a solitary harvester dashed ahead in a wide loop and came tearing in at them, Cidruthus Tallish stepped out of column, one long gun strapped to his back, the other raised to his eye. A blue bolt pulsed from its end and punched the harvester from its feet. It lay smoldering and twitching on its back as the column filed past.

By the time the staves that surrounded the Warlord’s camp came into view, the harvesters appeared to have given up their pursuit.

The staves were dull and lifeless now, but instead, a fine mist sprayed in sporadic bursts from nozzles set into their bases. Perhaps the lights were only needed at nighttime. Maybe the threats were different by day.

“They won’t approach anywhere near the camp,” the Warlord said, making his way through the dwarves. “That’s one thing about quick learners: they know when they’re on a hiding to nothing.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Nameless said, finally feeling it was safe enough to put Shadrak down.

The midget curled up on his side as soon as he touched the ash-carpeted ground. His pink eyes were open but unfocused.

Grimwart lay the husk girl beside him. The cocoon forming around her had grown so thick, her features were indistinct beneath it.

“We should leave them,” the Matriarch said. “They will hamper our chances of reaching the portal.”

The Warlord removed his mask from atop his head and called through the palisade for someone to bring supplies.

Grimwart flopped down on the ground, utterly exhausted. If he disagreed with the Matriarch, he didn’t show it. He might have been hoping the rest of them would confirm that she was right.

Nameless was tired, too. Tired beyond belief. And when was the last time he’d eaten anything? But he’d be shogged if he was leaving anyone behind.

“I’ll carry them both, if that’s what it takes,” he grumbled.

Grimwart caught his eye and gave a weary smile. “Aye, and I’ll carry you, too, when those stick-legs of yours fail.”

Maybe he’d judged Grimwart unfairly. Again.

“Stick-legs, laddie? I’ll have you know, these thighs have squatted seven hundred pounds for seven reps.”

“I’m disappointed in you,” Ardo the Great said. “I had you down for eight hundred for eight, at the very least.”

“Once I’ve seen you do it, laddie, I’ll match you and add ten pounds.”

Ardo chuckled and clapped him on the back. “And you’d beat me fair and square, Nameless. Of that I have no doubt.”

Supplies were passed through the palisade—flasks of water and more of the soft, chewy bars, which the Warlord explained to the dwarf lords packed more protein than a shank of mutton. None of them seemed to know what mutton was, or protein either, for that matter, but their eyes lit up with wonder as they bit into the bars. Compared with the moldering offal they were used to, the Warlord’s food must have seemed fit for the gods.

“Are you really an Exalted?” a dwarf girl said, sidling up to Nameless. She carried her helmet under one arm, and her round shield was strapped to her back. At her hip, a short sword hung in its scabbard, and in her hand she held a half-eaten bar.

“Right now, lassie,” Nameless said, “I feel like an old, tired dwarf, and anything but the stuff of legends.”

A frown crossed her face, and she looked disappointed.

As she turned to go, Nameless said, “But give me forty winks and a flagon of ale, and I’ll be back to being an Exalted once more.”

She faced him again, the beginnings of a smile on her lips, but then her eyes hardened, and her jaw set with grim determination. She nodded curtly and left him alone.

“They grow up before you know it,” Grimwart said with a shake of his head.

It was no life for a child, that was for sure. But who was Nameless to criticize? All the dwarf lords had been doing over the centuries was trying to survive. Would he have really done things differently?

“We’ll eat and rest up for an hour,” the Warlord said, “and believe me, we’re going to need it. The harvesters might not come close to the camp, but you can bet they’ll harry us all the way to the portal.”

“Good,” Shadrak grumbled from down on the ground. “Then I’ll have something to shoot at.”

Slowly, almost painfully, as if waking from a hundred-year sleep, the assassin rolled into a sitting position and looked about, blinking.

“Laddie?” Nameless said, crouching at his side. “Are you all right?”

Shadrak focused on him for what seemed an age before he answered, “No. No, I’m not.”

Nameless backed off. It was definitely an improvement, but Shadrak was best left alone right now.

The assassin spent the next hour cleaning and polishing his guns—the two flintlocks and the old black pistol he referred to as his Thundershot. He took out all the razor stars and daggers from his baldric, too, and put a sparkle back into their steel.

Grimwart took his cue from Shadrak and set about buffing his shield with the rag he kept for the purpose. The metal was mangled but still functional. Kind of like Nameless felt in himself.

The Matriarch accepted the proffered food and water but spent the majority of the time glaring at the Warlord. Eventually, he seemed to tire of it and seated himself on the ground in front of her. When he took out the hexagonal portal stone from his jacket pocket, she immediately reached for it. The Warlord clenched his fist about the stone and tucked it away again. He said something Nameless couldn’t hear. The Matriarch’s eyes narrowed, and she sighed, but eventually she nodded, and the Warlord moved away.

“What did you say to her?” Nameless asked.

The Warlord looked over his shoulder. “Why don’t you ask her? Otherwise, she might think we’re scheming.”

“Good point, laddie. And thank you.” He shook the Warlord’s hand. “I knew I could count on you.”

The Warlord’s expression went blank, as if he were uncomfortable receiving praise. “It was the right thing to do,” he said, before walking away to talk with Ardo.

Gitashan’s eyes never left Nameless as he crossed over to her and sat down.

“The Warlord is right,” she said. “If we make it to Arnoch, we will have no further need of the portal stone.”

Nameless shrugged. “They have one the other end. Maybe it can be duplicated?”

She shook her head. “No need. Whatever happens when we get to Arnoch, whatever we find there, we are never coming back to Thanatos.”

An insect buzzed past Nameless’s ear, and he swatted it away. “Not going to miss it?”

“It’s all I know,” she said. “But at the same time, I have always felt there is more to life than this. I suppose it comes down to Ancient Bub reading to me and my sister from the Chronicles. Tell me, Nameless, is it true the skies of Aosia are blue?”

“Cobalt,” he said. “And we have two suns, neither of them black.”

“Two?”

“Aye, lassie, and three moons as well.”

She smiled. It was the first genuine softening of her face Nameless had seen. “I cannot wait to see them.”

“And you will, lassie. You will.” He only hoped he was telling the truth. Passing through the portal was no guarantee of cobalt skies. Arnoch was still sunk beneath the sea, and even if she rose—when she rose, he had to tell himself—there was still the small matter of the dragon to attend to.

He excused himself from the Matriarch and went in search of Ancient Bub, wanting to talk more about the giant balloon Abednego had found in the highest of Arnoch’s towers.

Bub was poring over a dusty leather-bound tome. He had a pile of them atop a sack on the ground.

“All I had time to salvage,” he said. “But the rest is in here.” He tapped his head. “One of the advantages of old age, and of teaching the Chronicles for centuries.”

“You don’t forget more with each passing year?” Nameless said.

“Not me. Not this old head. And I’ll wrestle anyone who says otherwise.”

Bub told Nameless he was going to need a team of dwarves the moment they arrived. The airship, as he referred to the balloon, was hundreds of years old and, as far as he could tell from the Chronicles, had never been tested. Inside the airship, according to the designs he’d studied, there were gas bags that needed to be filled with hydrogen. Arnoch apparently had ocras tanks of the flammable gas tucked away beneath its foundations, and there were ocras pipes feeding it all the way to the hangar, as the dwarf lords of old referred to the petal-enclosed turret at the top.

“There are dragon guns mounted on the battlements of the citadel,” Bub said, drawing Nameless’s attention to the page he’d been reading. “We’ll need them to draw the beast away from the airship.”

“I know,” Nameless said. “Massive cannons, but no one knows how to use them.”

“Don’t you worry about that,” Cidruthus Tallish said, ambling over to join them. “It was my House that built them.”

Before they could go any further with planning what needed to happen on arrival, the Warlord announced it was time to go. Two of his people brought a stretcher for the husk girl, and Grimwart puffed out his cheeks and admitted it was a shogging relief. With Shadrak moving once more, if not quite all there, it would certainly make the rest of the journey that much easier.

On their passage to the Forest of Lost Souls, the Warlord took them on a course that kept them well clear of the villages. Ardo, who had taken to walking alongside Nameless, explained it was so they didn’t draw the swarming harvesters there. It was a rare thing indeed for the creatures to gather in such numbers, and everyone was saying it was an attack directed against the dwarf lords by the planet itself. Apparently, the dwarf lords had long outstayed their welcome, and had staved off extinction for longer than Thanatos was willing to accept. What that meant—a planet that was sentient and capable of such animosity—was beyond Nameless. But what did he know, coming from a world that was dreamed by a dog-headed ape? It was a strange cosmos, was all he was willing to say on the matter.

The other reason for the alternative route to the one Nameless and his companions had taken when they left the forest, was that the Warlord didn’t want to come to the attention of the city. Ardo could be drawn very little on the nature of the conflict between the Warlord and the city’s rulers, but Nameless assumed it was on account of the Pressers taking the villagers away as fodder. Ardo conceded that was part of it, but there was something more personal, some kind of feud between the Warlord and a man called Murdane, who was also originally from Earth, and was reputedly the architect and behind-the-scenes governor of the city. If Ardo were to be believed, it was a situation that had remained unaltered for centuries, almost as long as there had been dwarves in the Dark Citadel. Assuming it was the same Murdane running things for all this time, Nameless was sure he knew the type: a megalomaniac as bad as Sektis Gandaw. Or worse, an undying monster of the ilk of Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia. It was just one more reason he was glad they were leaving.

The wildlife of Thanatos was uncharacteristically quiet. Maybe it was the sight of three hundred dwarf lords armored to the hilt, and the party of black-garbed humans with re-charged and re-loaded weapons that were a match for anything Thanatos might throw at them. Whatever the reason, it was a blessed relief.

But as they neared the edge of the forest, harvesters once more began to gather in the distance.

The Warlord led them in a beeline for the forest, and rather than skirting around it, he took them straight through. Half an hour in, and the first harvesters were spotted flowing between the trees behind.

Ardo and two others hung back to hinder the pursuers. Nameless felt a pang of trepidation for the strongman, and it blossomed into dread when he heard the rattle of gunfire. Minutes later, Ardo and the other two caught up with the rest of them. Ardo said something to the Warlord, and then they proceeded apace.

At the clearing where they had first met Kadee, Tarik was waiting with Kaldwyn Gray. While the Warlord exchanged words with Tarik, Nameless and Grimwart clapped their friend on the shoulder and filled him in on what had happened.

Kal told them how the people of the forest had buried his old body. They’d conducted some sort of ritual over it and offered him consolation. It was no worse than throwing away frayed and tattered clothes, he said. The new body he had now was far superior. He only wished it wasn’t confined to the forest. When they told him what had happened to Kadee, he shuddered and reaffirmed that he had no intention of ever setting foot outside. There was plenty to do there, and enough people to keep it interesting. Tarik had even told him of his theory that the forest would one day expand to encompass most of Thanatos, shaping a paradise out of a hell. Kal’s only real regret was for the people he had left behind.

It was a brief exchange, as the Warlord was done with Tarik in a minute and keen to press on to the portal.

“I feel bad I’m not coming with you,” Kal said. “Do you really think this plan will work?”

“It has to, laddie,” Nameless said. “Else that’s the end of us as a people. I don’t like putting all our eggs in one basket like this, but there’s no other way.”

“Just remember what you said you’d do for me,” Kal said as they parted. “Don’t forget to tell Glariya. You said you knew what to say.”

“I do, laddie. Rest assured, I do.” He hadn’t prepared anything, but he’d learned, when speaking from the heart, it was better to let the words just come.

Kal accompanied them to the glade surrounding the portal, but he stayed within the forest as Nameless and the Warlord led the column of dwarves and humans toward the muddy depression the arch stood within. Clearly familiar with the place, the Warlord scorched the boggy earth with a stream of flame. The mud dried out in an instant, and charred and desiccated leeches lay like scabs upon the ground.

“You live and learn,” the Warlord said.

At that moment, a harvester blurred away from the tree line behind the portal and flung itself at them. The Warlord brought his gun up too late, and it was smacked from his grip. As the harvester stabbed at the Warlord with a silver dagger, Nameless caught its wrist. The creature backhanded him into the stone of the arch and sprang after him. Nameless warded off a flurry of glittering strikes with Paxy’s blades, then heard the Matriarch cry out, “No! Do not shoot. You will hit Nameless.”

Nameless wanted to shout, “Shoot anyway!” It would have increased his chances. He parried and countered so fast, Paxy’s blades were reduced to smudges of gold. But the harvester was relentless and Nameless was bone weary. How the shog Lord Haxon Kly had taken down four of them was a miracle, whichever way you looked at it.

A glinting blade sliced the air a hair’s breadth from his cheek. Another came darting in at his eye. Paxy got there, but only just in time. The harvester brought its legs into play, kicking, stabbing, dancing a frenetic jig. Nameless grunted as a foot caught him in the guts. He kicked back at the creature, but it dodged with ease. In desperation, he swung wildly, but it leapt clear of the axe head and flowed into a renewed assault.

The stomp of heavy footfalls behind almost made Nameless turn. If he had, he knew he’d already be dead.

Silver flashed toward his throat. He blocked. Another blade came at his ribs. Paxy chopped down. There was a chink, and the dagger thudded to the ground. The harvester closed its empty hand around Nameless’s throat, squeezed like a vise. Its other hand came up, dagger gleaming.

“Duck!” Grimwart yelled.

Nameless dropped to his knees without a moment’s hesitation, the momentum wrenching his neck free of the harvester’s grip.

Air rushed above his head, followed by a thud and a pulpy splat. Hot, black blood showered over him.

He craned his neck to see Grimwart, shield on his back, mace held two-handed and dripping gore.

“You know,” the Svark said, “you were right about my name. Do you think it’s too late to go back to the old one?”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, pushing himself to his feet on shaky legs. “It’s never too late. Welcome back, Duck.”

The Warlord’s people came down the bank into the depression, fanning out behind the portal, guns aimed along the tree line. Atop the bank, Gitashan sighed with relief as she met Nameless’s eyes, then she did the unthinkable and gave Grimwart—Duck, once more—a nod of respect. Her sister Thyenna took her hand, and the two stood together as the dwarf lords filed toward the arch.

Cries went up from the tail of the column, which was still within the trees. The last stragglers backed into view behind their shields, coming to a halt atop the rise. Four harvesters hurtled out of the forest toward them.

Blue bolts fizzed, dropping two in an instant and leaving their smoking corpses on the forest floor.

“Howzat!” Cid yelled. “Oh, shog,” he said, as the other two pounced.

There were two cracks of thunder, and two more corpses.

Shadrak stepped alongside Cid, eyes still locked to his targets. “Howzat?” he echoed.

Cid looked at him with wide-eyed awe and then slapped him on the back. “A man after my own heart, sonny. Now, where in shog did you get those guns? Here, let me have a look.”

“There are more moving through the forest,” one of the ocras-helmed guards reported to the Matriarch.

“Then let’s waste no more time,” the Warlord said. He stepped up to the portal and pressed his stone into its place at the apex. “If anyone knows how to set this thing to go anywhere other than Earth, now would be a good time.”

Ancient Bub stepped up, dragging his sackful of Chronicles. “It will know us. The stone, I mean. It will know where we belong.”

“Know?” the Warlord said. “You make it sound sentient?”

“All I know is what it says in the Chronicles.” Bub hefted the sack to his shoulder. “The stone will know where to send us. Each to their own time, each to their own place.”

“Yes, but what if it’s a faen deception?” Shadrak said, coming down the bank with Cid in tow. Anyone would have thought they were old friends, the way Cid had been rabbiting on to the assassin and ogling his flintlocks.

“We are dwarf lords,” Bub said with a frown of bewilderment. “According the Chronicles, the faen were friends to our ancestors. They helped build Arnoch. Why would they deceive us?”

“Why indeed?” Nameless said.

After what had happened back at Arx Gravis, when the faen thief had substituted a doctored version of the Chronicles and set in play the events that had led to the black axe and slaughter, he wouldn’t put anything past the shifty shoggers. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that the faen had been duping the dwarf lords since the first days of Arnoch. It’s what they did: deceive. They couldn’t help themselves. They were the spawn of Mananoc, the Lord of Lies. And what’s to say they hadn’t done to Bub’s Chronicles what they’d done to the Chronicles of Arx Gravis? Nameless certainly didn’t want the fate of his people to turn on the say-so of a book. But what other options were open to them? Either they did nothing, and the dwarves of Arnoch died, or they placed their hope on a whim and a prayer, which is what dealing with the lore of the faen always came down to.

“Well,” Bub said, “the Chronicles have guided me all my long life. I see no sense in doubting them now.”

With that, he stepped through the portal. Lightning arced, and the air filled with ozone. In the instant Ancient Bub vanished from sight, he exclaimed, “Oh my shog!”

And then even the sound of his voice was gone.

“Grimwart,” Nameless said, “You go next. Take the girl. Make the introductions.”

“Duck.”

Nameless dipped at the knees and covered his head.

“No, the name. It’s Duck again, remember?”

“How could I forget?” Though he had forgotten. His mind was all over the place, and he needed a flagon of ale to steady it.

Duck lifted one end of the husk girl’s stretcher, and a dwarf lord took the other. Together, they carried her through the portal, and then Thyenna started to usher the rest of the dwarf lords beneath the arch in twos and threes.

It seemed to take forever, and Nameless was a nervous wreck, scanning the tree line for any further signs of attack.

“If they were coming in force, they’d have done so by now,” the Warlord said. “Trust me, I’ve been hunted by those things for so long, I know their ways inside out.”

“You do?” Nameless said. “What if they know yours, too?”

The shock of realization hit the Warlord’s face. He held it for a long moment, a frozen mask of horror, and then he laughed. “Got you there, didn’t I?”

“Yes, laddie,” Nameless said. “You certainly did.”

“We’ve been engaged in our game of hunter and prey for an age,” the Warlord said. “A pattern has emerged and stayed pretty much the same. I’d say we’ve weathered the worst of it, and they’ll likely leave us alone now.”

A scream rent the air, and the back of the column devolved into a chaos of pushing and shoving. Black shapes streamed from the trees so fast, they seemed like shadows. But the blurred movement was on account of numbers, equally as much as speed. There were so many harvesters, it looked like the entire charred forest had come alive.

“Go!” the Matriarch cried to the rest of her people. “Get through the arch!” At the same time, she strode toward the back of the line, ocras scimitar in hand.

Thyenna went with her, jogging at first, then breaking into a sprint as she drew her broadsword.

Nameless was already following, yelling at the last two-score dwarves to move it.

On the other side of the portal, the Warlord’s group came under heavy attack. Harvesters swelled toward them, a seething black tide. A wave of fire met their front ranks. Dozens fell, but others powered on through, skin blistering and smoldering.

Cid and Shadrak ran to reinforce the Warlord’s people. The old dwarf sent bolt after blue bolt into the harvesters, and Shadrak hurled one of his glass spheres. White fire exploded with concussive force, and dozens of the creatures were flung high and wide.

As Nameless crested the low bank bordering the depression, Thyenna and Gitashan slammed into the harvesters pouring from the forest. It shouldn’t have been possible. They should have died in an instant, but the two Exalted danced and spun, scythed and hacked with such brutal efficiency, harvesters started to fall in droves. In part, it was due to the press of their numbers limiting their movement, neutralizing their speed.

And then Nameless was in among them, no longer struggling just to stay alive. His blood was charged with the thrill of battle, but it was unlike anything he’d felt before. Paxy throbbed in his grip, and her blades flashed like Aosia’s suns. His heart was a resounding drum beat in his ears, but not the frantic tattoo he’d come to expect. It was languid, and his chest juddered with every beat.

The harvesters seemed to move through molasses now, their every attack signposted. Part of his mind was baffled. Why were they so slow? But the core of his awareness was caught up in the rapture of battle. He weaved in among the harvesters, Paxy’s blades a whirling vortex of death. He chopped. Creatures fell. And with each new death, Paxy pulsed with violent waves of energy. She was drinking in the slaughter, reveling in it.

To Nameless’s left, Gitashan was caught in the same murderous dance, gliding and cutting, spinning and slashing, great arcs of black blood slinging in the wake of her scimitar.

On his right, Thyenna was an indomitable goddess of death, her broadsword rising and falling with sublime precision.

And as the three drew closer together, the more Nameless’s blood boiled with the ecstasy of it all. It was as if they drew strength from each other; as if Paxy drew on it, too. And along with the strength came preternatural bursts of scintillating speed.

The blades of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sang through the air, cleaved bone as easily as butter. Bodies piled up on the ground, and the three Exalted stood upon the mounds of the fallen, battling with a savage fury that was at the same time measured and almost sedate.

This is what they were made for. This is what they were: the Exalted among the dwarf lords, the elite of the elite. The protectors of their people.

The carnage continued to mount, and there was no end in sight. Harvesters streamed from the Forest of Lost Souls, drawn to the scything blades like moths to the flame. Nameless was blinded by euphoria, rapt by the drug of perfect killing. He could scent the blood of the Exalted rolling off of Thyenna and Gitashan. He could feel the osmotic flood of it through his skin. Their blades flashed, blurred, and swept down in harmony amid a symphony of rushing, whistling air. Beneath that heady music, Nameless could hear the syncopated tattoo of their three heartbeats growing closer together, until they joined as one.

And still the harvesters came on.

Flame streaked to either side of them as the Warlord’s group came to lend their own devastation to the battle. Shadrak blasted relentlessly with both flintlocks, and at his side, Cid never seemed to tire of unleashing searing bolts of blue.

A glance behind showed Nameless the attack the far side of the arch had been thwarted, and the last stragglers were heading through the portal.

A clutch of dwarf lords, one of them a girl, were taking their last steps on the unforgiving soil of Thanatos. It was the girl nameless had spoken with outside the Warlord’s camp. As a breakaway stream of harvesters found a gap and came straight at them, the adult lords instantly joined shields to protect the girl.

Nameless blocked the torpid strike of a silver dagger, drove his axe through a harvester’s head.

Gitashan whirled, and she, too, saw the danger to the girl. “Jannak! Help her!” she shrieked to Nameless. “Thyenna and I will hold them here.”

The Warlord’s team began a renewed assault of bullets that spun a dozen harvesters from their feet. It gave Nameless the opening he needed, and he turned away from the main battle toward the portal.

The shield wall the lords had swiftly assembled buckled under a united assault at its center. A single harvester flipped over the top and leapt at Jannak. The girl’s shield came up, and she lunged with her sword, too brave to turn and run, too much a dwarf lord.

The harvester slid round her blade with easy grace. Its twin blades flashed, but Nameless had already hurled Paxy. Gold streaked faster than a lightning strike and knocked the harvester from its feet. Black blood gushed into the air from where its head had once been attached to its body.

Nameless hurtled down the bank and caught Paxy, then he bundled Jannak into the portal before she’d even registered she was still alive.

Gitashan and Thyenna backed down the bank, hard-pressed by a renewed surge from the harvesters.

The Warlord’s band cut into the enemy flank, firing rapid blasts of bullets that sent black blood spraying. The horde turned on them, freeing the Matriarch and her sister to hammer into the flank of the creatures attacking the shield wall. Nameless came at them from the other side, and as the three Exalted renewed their deadly dance, Gitashan yelled for the remaining dwarf lords to flee into the portal.

Inch by inch, Nameless and the two women backed toward the arch. The Warlord’s people retreated down the slope, spraying bullets into the ocean of black.

“Go!” the Warlord yelled over his shoulder. “We’ve got this now!”

Shadrak ushered Cid ahead of him toward the portal, but the old dwarf could only go so fast. Ardo saw, and ran to his aid, lifting Cid under one arm and setting him down beneath the arch. The assassin continued to blast left and right, covering the strongman until Cid had made it through, and then Shadrak sprang after him. Without hesitation, Ardo charged back toward the rise, firing like a maniac.

Every instinct screamed at Nameless to stay, to throw himself deep into the massed ranks of the enemy and to smite and go on smiting till they brought him down or he died of exhaustion. He could see from the blaze of Thyenna’s eyes, the purity of rage in Gitashan’s, that they felt it, too, but in the same moment, he recalled why he was there at all, why he’d come to Thanatos. He remembered the dragon. He remembered Arnoch. He remembered Cordy.

The three Exalted broke off in unity, swirling away from the battle in a final flurry of blows. Thyenna passed beneath the arch first, then Gitashan.

Nameless turned on the threshold, glanced back at the people who had risked everything to make sure he got home. To make sure the dwarf lords returned to Arnoch.

The Warlord sent a booming blast into the middle of the harvesters, decimating their center. A creature flung itself at Ardo, coming beneath the aim of his gun. Dropping the weapon, the strongman caught the harvester by throat and groin and hefted it overhead, hurling it into three others. As he braced himself for another assault, Ardo turned his head and winked at Nameless, then he powered into the fray like an irrepressible titan.

Nameless’s heart swelled with pride, with grief, but most of all with hope.

And then he stepped through the portal.

 

 

 




TWENTY-EIGHT

Nameless found the transition gentler this time, as if coming back where he belonged were somehow more natural. Certainly, the stuffy air of the portal room beneath Arnoch was an improvement on the noxious air of Thanatos.

The chamber was crowded, packed wall-to-wall with dwarves, most of them in the dark armor of the dwarf lords, but in among them, the odd flash of color from a red cloak. Nameless saw the black cloaks of the Svarks, too, and with them, already being debriefed, was Grimwart—or was he now insisting his colleagues called him Svark Duck?

A woman separated herself from the crowd around the black cloaks and called something to Duck. Long red hair fell in untidy tousles down her back, and her beard was uncombed. It looked liked she’d come in a hurry. And then, with a sinking feeling, Nameless realized who it was. He’d never spoken more than a word of greeting to her, and that during the flight from the feeders beneath the volcano, but he was certain it was Kal’s girl. He was certain it was Glariya.

Bit by bit, though, the room was clearing as Red Cloaks deferentially led the dwarf lords out and up the steps.

Gitashan was on one side of the portal, Thyenna the other. Both smiled at Nameless when he stepped from beneath it, and they each laid hands on his shoulders. They were letting him know they had shared something special in that last fight at the portal, something beyond words, for which they had no other means of expression.

Nameless nodded his acknowledgment, then stepped away from them into the room. He spotted Abednego’s diminutive figure weaving in and out of the crowd, grey dreadlocks a tangled mess trailing over his shoulders.

“Faen!” Ancient Bub cried out. “You in the white robe! Do you have a minute? I’ve things I need to talk to you about.” He held up his sack full of Chronicles.

Abednego stopped in his tracks and arched an eyebrow.

Seeing the faen reminded Nameless to scan the room for Shadrak, but true to his name, the assassin remained unseen.

He saw the husk girl, though, laid out on her stretcher, the chrysalis about her now obscuring her features completely. If he’d not seen it slowly form around her, he’d have taken it for the cast of some gigantic insect. The thought occurred to him she might be dead, rather than changing, but to his mind there was no way to tell. Best thing for it would be to wait and see. If they were all still here in another day or two, better minds than his could examine the pod and see if there was anything else to be done.

And then he saw Cordy, white robes sticking out from the mass of black like moonshine on night-darkened water. She was stood there watching him as bodies bustled all around her. Cordy. His Cordy. He was halfway to greet her, when he faltered. Was she truly his? She’d said they would talk when he got back, but talk about what? Maybe she’d given it more thought. Maybe she knew, like he’d always thought, that love between them was impossible, given all that he’d done.

She saw him stumble to a halt, and her mouth dropped open. A shadow of sadness rolled across her eyes, and then she strode toward him and he shut his eyes, bracing himself for the punch.

Her arms wrapped about him, and her lips smothered his. He opened one eye warily, then the other, all the while too stunned to return her kiss.

She drew back and said, “What, not good enough for you now you’ve got all these dwarf lords to choose from?”

And that was all it took. He pulled her close and snogged her hard; went on snogging till the bustle in the room, the hubbub of voices, retreated and left him in a rapture every bit as sublime as his dance of death with the Exalted.

He came up for air and held her at arm’s length, studied her, tried to burn her image into his brain so that he would never forget this moment. She caught sight of something over his shoulder, and he turned his head to see what it was.

His eyes met Gitashan’s. They were simmering pools of amber. With a haughty tilt of her chin, she looked away.

“That, lassie, is the Matriarch, the ruler of the dwarf lords.”

“I was going to say, they don’t have many men with them, only the two old ones. Is this all they could spare to help us? Did the menfolk stay at home, warming their toes round the hearth and sipping on cocoa?”

Nameless was momentarily confused, but then he said, “Duck didn’t tell you?”

“Grimwart?”

“Him, too. I mean, yes. He was Duck, then he was Grimwart, and now he’s Duck again.”

“I prefer Grimwart.”

“You do?”

“It was me that encouraged him to use his birth name,” Cordy said. “So they’d take him more seriously in the Svarks.”

“Yes, quite right, lassie. Duck’s a silly name. But he didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“The dwarf lords: there’s only three hundred left, and most of them women.”

“Three hundred,” Cordy said. “But—”

“All here. Every last one of them. But they can fight, lassie. They sure as shog can fight.”

Cordy was staring across the room at Gitashan, who was now in hushed conversation with Thyenna.

“I should go to her,” Cordy said. “Make myself known, if she’s their leader and I’m Voice of the Council.”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good…”

But Cordy was already heading over to them.

Nameless swallowed, took a deep breath, and was about to set off after her, when a girl’s voice said from behind, “Sir? Sir Exalted.”

With great effort and mounting trepidation, he tore his eyes from Cordy’s back and turned. It was the girl he’d saved from the harvester. It was Jannak.

Her chestnut beard was speckled with black blood—the spray from the harvester’s severed head. The flash and flitter of her eyes showed she knew just how close she’d come. Her lips trembled as she tried to find the right words and came up wanting.

“It’s Nameless, lassie,” he said, trying to put her at ease. “No need for titles. We’re all friends here.”

She frowned at that, but the action of frowning seemed to give her confidence, as if it put her on familiar ground. “I just wanted to say… You know…”

“Aye, lassie, I know.”

She nodded. There was damp around her eyes, and she spun away from him to hide it. He placed a hand on her shoulder, and she stiffened.

“You did well back there, lassie. Very well.”

Without facing him, she said, “I did?”

“Aye, you did yourself proud.”

She turned to him now, unabashed at the tears streaking her face, and she smiled.

“You should do that more often, lassie. It lights you up like a beacon.”

Pink bloomed on her cheeks, and she suppressed a giggle before wandering away through the crowd and following the flow out of the room.

Gitashan’s voice barked above the din and set Nameless’s heart thumping. He looked back, expecting to see her and Cordy going at it hammer and tong, but the Matriarch was moving away, issuing commands to the dwarf lords, telling them to follow the others into the throne room.

Nameless caught Cordy’s eye as she talked with Thyenna. For an instant, he thought the Matriarch’s sister had taken a shine to her, and he started over to them, his mouth suddenly dry. Gitashan swept past him as he went. He could feel the heat of her Exalted blood. When one of the dwarf lords asked her what they were to do, the Matriarch replied, “Anything the Red Cloaks tell you.”

Well, that was a surprise. He’d never have imagined Gitashan agreeing to that in a million years.

As he approached Cordy, Thyenna gave him a bashful smile and moved off, helping to herd her people toward the stairs.

“What did you say to her?” Nameless said. “To the Matriarch?”

“She wasn’t exactly friendly,” Cordy said, “and after about the third insult, I told her a few home truths. Told her if she didn’t cut it out and start acting like a dwarf lord, I’d see her in the circle.”

“You what? You threatened her with a circle fight? Oh, lassie, what have you done? I’ve seen her in action, and she is deadly.”

“Yes, well I saw the way she looked at your arse, and it shogged me right off.”

“And who can blame her, lassie? These glutes of steel command the appreciative awe of more wenches than you’ve had flagons of—”

Her fist crunched into his jaw and sent him staggering back, reeling.

“Didn’t see that coming, did you, Mr. Shogging Exalted?”

“Point taken, lassie,” Nameless said, rubbing his jaw. “I’ll wear a kilt from now on.”

“The point I was making,” Cordy said, “is that I could break her shogging face, Exalted or not. And do you know what, I think it did the trick.”

“Aye, Cordy, I was going to say, they respond well to a bit of dominance.”

Cordy raised an eyebrow, her mouth curling into a mischievous smile. She turned away briefly, a shiver passing beneath her robe as she let out a long and weary sigh; turned back again, wiping her eyes. She smiled at him with such genuine affection, it warmed his cockles in a way that even distilled creeper vine couldn’t.

“Shog, I’ve missed you,” she said, touching a palm to his chest.

“Aye, lassie, and I’ve missed you, too.”

Someone gave a polite cough behind Nameless. He turned to see Duck standing there, one arm draped over Glariya’s shoulder. She’d been crying, and there was a quiver to her lips as she spoke.

“Nameless, My Lady Voice.” She gave a slight bow to Cordy. “Sorry to disturb you, but…”

She began to shake, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

Duck pulled her head into his chest. “Kal, remember? Kal gave you a message for her.”

Nameless flicked a glance at Cordy, but how could he expect her to help. He knew he should have prepared something to say, rather than relying on the inspiration of the moment.

He held out a hand to Glariya, and she took it. Her watery eyes met his expectantly.

“Oh, lassie, what can I say? I’m so sorry for your loss. Kal was…”

Cordy placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“What was his message?” Glariya said. “It’s funny, Kal never used to speak much with me. He said words could spoil the moment. We just used to hold hands a lot, and hug.”

“And that’s what he asked me to give to you, lassie,” Nameless said, thanking shog the inspiration had come at last. “He asked me to give you a hug.”

She slipped away from Duck and into his embrace, and with her tears threatening to rust his chainmail, he patted her lightly on the back and stroked her hair.
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Shadrak would have stayed huddled beneath his cloak in the corner of the portal room, had Cidruthus Tallish not found him and chewed his ear off about the guns his House had built atop Arnoch’s battlements centuries ago. No matter how much Shadrak protested he wasn’t up to taking a look at the guns, how much he needed to stew and wallow, Cid would have none of it. There was a time to grieve and a time to pick up a gun and blow the shogging crap out of the enemy, he said, as if it were a point of common sense. And slowly, begrudgingly at first, Shadrak allowed himself to be won over.

And that was the thing of it: that he found he had a choice; a choice whether to fall apart at the seams, or to pick himself up and carry on. Last time he’d stood by and watched his foster mother die, he’d sunk into a dark place for weeks. Months, even. He’d been numbed by despair, too frozen by it to take the slightest pleasure, the slightest interest in anything. Even a year after her death, he’d still not been able to come home without expecting to find her there, chanting to her gods, whittling away at her wood-carved jewelry, which she sold in order to buy them scraps to eat.

This time, this second time he’d watched her die, it had been both better and worse. Better because he knew what to expect, but worse in terms of intensity. It felt like he’d received a year’s worth of grief in one fell swoop. It had smacked him to the ground, crushed him like the sky falling on him, taken away his will to act and live.

But something had rousted him from his stupor. In part, it was the knowledge he’d seen Kadee die once before and weathered all that bereavement had to throw at him. Partly, it was the knowledge that the time they’d had on Thanatos was a bonus, something to smile about because it had happened at all, not despair at the fact it had passed. In part, it was the threat facing Nameless from the harvesters that were hounding them, and the possibility he might somehow still need Shadrak’s help if he were to save his people. But the thing that finally clinched it, the thing that snapped him from his gloom-filled dungeon, was the sight and sound of Cid shooting the shog out of the enemy. It was something Shadrak had wanted a piece of.

Atop the battlements, he gazed up at the ceiling of inky water surrounding the citadel. The sea all about them was alive with luminous jellyfish that glimmered like stars. Only the translucent shields encompassing Arnoch stood between him and drowning. It was a strange sensation, staring up at all that thwarted water. It felt precarious, as if the shields might shatter at any moment, and death come calling as swift and unexpected as it did on Thanatos.

Dwarf lords were already at their posts beside the cannons dotted around the top of the curtain walls. Cid had been striding along the parapet for hours, coaching, inspecting, chastising. For an old man, he was getting sprightlier by the minute, and Shadrak, exhausted as he was from running and fighting, and from the leeching tug of grief, was hard-pressed to keep up with him.

“Choose your shots wisely,” Cid said for the umpteenth time, and the dwarf lord at the cannon nodded. Her shoulders bunched up, and she was clearly trying not to sigh. “You have maybe fifty per cannon, depending on the state of the crystals. You know how long it takes the suns to recharge them?”

“Seven hours,” the dwarf lord said.

“Oh. Did I tell you already?”

“At least four times,” Shadrak said.

“Really? Well, uhm, very good, then, Klanice Jarl of House Brogal. Keep up the good work.”

“You know her name?” Shadrak said, as Cid led him away to a stone bench behind one of the merlons.

“Know all their names. I might be an old coot, but there’s nothing wrong with my noddle. You forget, sonny, I’ve known these dwarves since they was nippers, and when you only have a few hundred of your kind left living, you tend not to forget who they are.”

“You think it will work?” Shadrak said.

He admired all the planning, most of it coming from Abednego, Ancient Bub, and Cid. The faen and Bub had the harder task: persuading the Matriarch and the Council of Twelve to see eye to eye, and to agree that the airship plan might be a last, desperate throw of the dice, but it was the only chance they had. They’d been hard at it, squabbling in the throne room, when Cid up and left, beckoning Shadrak to come with him. Shadrak was warming to the old dwarf: not only did they share an obsessional scrupulosity when it came to planning, but Cid understood the need for decisive action, and he was big on preparation, so much so, he made Shadrak seem careless in comparison.

“Will it work, sonny? No idea,” Cid said. “Bub says the Chronicles record numerous dragon attacks on Arnoch. After the initial disasters, my House invented the dragon guns—these cannons—and all subsequent attacks were repelled. But those were all red wyrms, he says, no longer than a hundred feet. This monster, from what I hear, is on a totally different scale.”

“And it has five heads,” Shadrak said. And all five of them so enormous, he couldn’t imagine anything the dwarves could throw at them even grazing the surface.

“That makes ten eyes to aim for,” Cid said, unslinging one of the long guns from his back and handing it to Shadrak. “Which is where you and me come in. The cannons are a diversion to draw the dragon away from the airship, give it time to clear the citadel. They pack one mean wallop, and though they might not penetrate its scales, they’ll irritate the shog out of it. But you and I, my friend, with these beauties…” He unslung the second gun and raised it to his eye. “Every glimpse we get of one of those big ugly orbs, we take a crack at it. What we want is an enraged dragon, not a thinking one. Last thing we need is for it to cotton on to what we’re doing with the airship.”
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“We are not debating it one second longer!” Cordy roared, thumping the top of the long table that had been dragged into King Arios’s throne room.

“This is your democracy?” Matriarch Gitashan said, one eyebrow raised in amusement.

“It’s mine,” Cordy said, “and I’m beyond caring if these prevaricating idiots agree.”

The rest of the Council of Twelve were seated along one side of the table, with a dozen handpicked dwarf lords on the other. The dwarf lords had been uneasy about it from the start. They were used to doing as they were told, but Thyenna had persuaded her sister to meet the Council halfway, and to at least make an effort to follow their process.

Nameless, at the head of the table, stared into his tankard. Cordy had seated him there, not because of any privileged status, but because there was nowhere else to put him if the councilors and the dwarf lords were to have equal representation along each side. He was on his third beer, and it still hadn’t helped him to make sense of the endless objections and rambling discourses of the councilors. If it hadn’t been for the pressure exerted by the smoldering impatience of the Matriarch, and if it hadn’t been for Cordy, they would have still been sat there discussing the pros and cons of each and every aspect of Abednego’s plan until the shields gave way and Arnoch drowned, for good this time.

The faen was seated opposite Ancient Bub. At every lull in the proceedings, they exchanged ideas, and Bub kept passing volumes of his Chronicles across the table for Abednego’s opinion. For a while, it looked like they were the only two doing anything useful, but Cordy was never one to be left out.

“Right, I’ve heard enough,” she said. “We’re doing this thing, whether you like it or not, and if you don’t, then by all means launch a coup.” She glanced at Duck, hovering at her shoulder, and he snapped his fingers. Instantly, five Svarks stationed around the foot of the dais took a step toward the table.

It was all that was needed to cow the councilors, but the Matriarch and Thyenna exchanged impressed nods.

Leaving the councilors and the dwarf lords staring at each other across the table, Abednego led Cordy, Nameless, Gitashan, Thyenna, and Ancient Bub to the base of Arnoch’s central tower, and they entered through immense double doors of intricately carved granite.

The room beyond was truly immense, a gigantic hallway that could have housed a small village. At the far end was a flight of stairs going up, and Nameless groaned. He’d seen how tall the tower was from the outside. He wasn’t sure his knees could take it. Abednego noticed him worrying and grinned, then he crossed the vast, empty space and slid open a concealed door in the wall. They entered a cubicle, not unlike those in Shadrak’s lore craft. The faen tapped some buttons, and the door closed behind them. With a judder and a whirr, the cubicle sped upward and deposited them in an equally huge chamber at the top.

The ceiling here was unlike anything Nameless had ever seen. It was formed from concave sheets of copper, green with patination, and shaped like the petals of a tulip might have looked from the inside. On the floor, looming over them and dominating every aspect of the room, was the thing Abednego had brought them to see.

The airship was staggering to behold. Tip to tail, it spanned the whole breadth of the chamber. Abednego had said it was more than four hundred feet long, and he couldn’t have been far off. There were ridges all along its sleek surface, which was hard, in contrast with the dwarf lord’s balloon on Thanatos, and colored the grey of storm clouds. The hull rested upon V-shaped stands of steel, and it was moored by dozens of ropes than ran along its length. At one end, the roof of the airship dropped away, leaving the frontmost section exposed.

A ladder was propped against the hull, and Abednego went up first, leading the way to the front, to what he described as the “cockpit.” It was comprised of a bench and a bank of levers and dials, none of which meant anything to Nameless, but clearly did to Bub.

“Just as the Chronicles described it!” he said. “Controls for altitude, speed, and direction. And this”—he reached down and cranked a ratchet handle—“is to start the engine.” It squeaked and clanked as he turned it, but nothing else happened.

“It’s what I couldn’t figure out,” Abednego. “How to start it.”

“Can I take a look at the engines?” Bub said. “There are supposed to be two of them, both of faen design.”

“Don’t look at me,” Abednego said. “Way before my time.”

Bub was already emptying his sack of books onto the bench. “Then the Chronicles will have to guide us.”

Cordy and Nameless went back down the ladder. Thyenna and the Matriarch lingered for a moment in the cockpit, then they, too, descended.

“You really think this will work?” Gitashan said as she stepped away from the ladder.

“The airship?” Nameless said, “or the plan in general?”

“I meant, do you think this dragon will be so ready to fall for it?” Gitashan said. “On Thanatos, we learned the hard way never to be overconfident with our enemies.”

“Very wise,” Nameless said.

“Personally, I think it’s crazy,” Cordy said. “But maybe that’s the strength of it.”

Gitashan responded to that with a dismissive, “Huh.”

“If anyone can get the airship working,” Thyenna said, “it’s Ancient Bub.” She shot her sister a look that was clearly meant to be mollifying.

“Yes,” Gitashan said, “he is a dwarf lord, after all.”

Nameless led Cordy to one side so they could talk. She was seething, he could see that from her stiffness, the way emotions roiled across her eyes like clouds buffeted by violent winds.

“I’m beginning to think we’d have been better off without them.”

The thought had crossed Nameless’s mind, too, but deep down, he hoped he was wrong. Too much had been sacrificed to bring the dwarf lords back to Arnoch, and good people had been lost along the way. Kal, for one, and Kadee for another.

“They’ll come through, Cordy, just you wait and see. Same as they did when we reached the portal. I tell you, lassie, I’ve never seen the like.” Never felt the like, too, when the blood of the Exalted had sung mightily as the three fought in close proximity.

They stood apart in anxious silence, while Thyenna spoke in whispers to her sister. All the Matriarch gave her in response was the occasional sullen nod.

Eventually, Ancient Bub cried out, “Got it!” He stood up on the nose of the airship and danced a little jig of joy.

“Of course, the valves!” Abednego said, clapping his hands and heading back for the ladder.

By the time the faen reached the floor, Ancient Bub had a panel open on the airship’s hull and was throwing down snaking lengths of tubing.

“All we have to do is hook them up to those valves”—Abednego ducked down to point beneath the airship’s belly at a series of metal wheels and outlets on the wall behind—“and she’s good to go. You see, there are pipes inside the walls, running all the way down the tower to the foundations of the citadel. It’s all there in Bub’s Chronicles. The pipes are made of ocras, the only thing capable of containing the blast in case of an accident.”

“Accident?” Cordy said.

“There are massive tanks beneath Arnoch, My Lady Voice.”

Cordy scowled at the title, but waved for Abednego to go on.

“Tanks of gasoline and tanks of hydrogen: one for the engines, the other for the airbags inside the hull.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Cordy said. “What kind of accident?”

“I think I know,” Nameless said. “It’s why we adopted this balloon plan in the first place.”

“Exactly,” Abednego said. “Gasoline is highly flammable. One spark, and it will ignite, and ignite most violently.”

“And this other stuff,” Cordy said. “This hydrogen?”

“Oh, that’s the good part. Hydrogen’s a gas. A very volatile gas. One lick of flame, one misdirected stream of flaming breath, or lightning, from our friend up top, and KABOOM!” He shouted so loud that Cordy flinched, and then she slapped him so hard, he went skidding across the floor on his back.

As Abednego picked himself up and dusted himself off, Ancient Bub called down from the cockpit, “What are you waiting for? Hook them up and let’s see if this beauty works.”

“Is he going to pilot it?” Cordy said, flicking a look up at Bub. “I assume someone has to.”

Nameless hadn’t really thought of that. He should have done. He should have remembered Lord Kennick Barg going up in his balloon, and not long after, going up in the blast. One life for many. Nothing good ever came without sacrifice.

“It should be me,” he said in a hushed voice. “I brought the dwarf lords into this, and I’m the one who forced our people to flee Arx Gravis and put themselves into danger here in Cerreth.”

“No,” Cordy breathed, the sparkle going out of her eyes. “You can’t.”

“I’m sorry, lassie. I couldn’t live with myself if it were anyone else.”

 

 

 




TWENTY-NINE

A crash course in lever pulling, and Nameless still didn’t get it. It didn’t help that Ancient Bub had never flown an airship either, and that all they had to go on were some sketches and rudimentary instructions in the Chronicles.

It was encouraging, though, when Abednego got the tubes connected and spun the valves open. Something happened in response, that was for sure. An astringent odor wafted up to the cockpit from down below. Ancient Bub cursed Abednego out, said he can’t have tightened some of the connections enough. A few adjustments, and the faen tried again. This time, the tubes pulsed as gasoline and hydrogen began to flow, all the way from the tanks beneath the city, up pipes of ocras, and along the tubes into the airship.

“Will there be enough?” Nameless asked.

Bub shrugged. “Nothing I can do about it if there’s not. One thing’s for sure, though: the tanks being made of ocras will make certain what fuel there is hasn’t degraded.”

While the airship’s fuel tanks and gas bags were filling up, Bub left Nameless to play with the controls some more. It would be easier, the ancient dwarf said, once they powered up the engines. Then, at least, the lever that controlled velocity should answer with an escalating growl.

Taking his sack of Chronicles with him, Bub went below to gather whoever was willing to cut the moorings when the time came. After an age, he returned with at least a dozen dwarves in tow, all of them folk Nameless recognized from their long flight together from the feeders of the Lich Lord. It made him proud to see it: the dwarves of Arx Gravis, now the dwarves of Arnoch, playing their part in this last desperate bid for survival.

“Fire her up,” Ancient Bub hollered from beneath the hull. “If there’s not enough gasoline now, there never will be.”

“What do I do?” Nameless called back.

“The ratchet handle. Give it a few good turns.”

Nameless did so, and a spluttering choke sounded from somewhere below.

“Ah, for shog’s sake!” Bub cursed. “I’m coming up.”

A muffled thud rocked the chamber, and in the distance, Nameless could hear a series of clunks that rattled the citadel.

“Best hurry up,” Abednego called out. Nameless couldn’t see him from the cockpit. “They’re releasing the clamps that hold the city. Any minute now, they’ll be shedding the ballast and letting the air tanks do their work.”

A low drone started up, vibrating the floor and shaking the tower to its foundations.

“And that’ll be the engines that’ll take Arnoch back to the surface.”

Cordy, Nameless realized. She’d been more than mad at him for insisting on piloting the airship, but she must have known he’d volunteer. Not just because he still felt responsible for his people, but because of what he’d learned about being Exalted. It was something that had been dawning on him for a while, but it had been made crystal clear when he’d stood with Gitashan and Thyenna at the portal. It was why some were gifted with the blood. Not so they could lord it over the rest of the dwarves, but so they could protect them, and if necessary, lay down their lives in those times of greatest need. Lord Kennick Barg had done it, and it seemed likely he’d been Exalted. Lord Haxon Kly, too. It was only right and fitting Nameless lived up to the gifts he’d been given.

“Will she wait for us?” he called down to the faen.

“Till I give the signal,” Abednego said. “I’m sure there’s a better way, some ancient lore that’s right under our nose, but I’ve assembled a relay of runners, all of them drawn from the Red Cloaks. Once I get the word you’re ready to lift off, Cordana will know in less than a minute.”

Ancient Bub clambered into the cockpit and gave a vigorous turn of the ratchet handle. He slapped a couple of gauges, then turned the handle again. On the third attempt, there was a gurgling sputter, and then the engines roared into life.

“Give the word,” he shouted down to Abednego. “Tell her we’re ready.”

Nameless’s palms were damp with sweat as he gripped each of the levers in turn, trying to memorize which was up, which down, left, right, faster, slower. He was so caught up in his preparations, it scared the life out of him when klaxons began to wail and the chamber around the airship started to shudder.

“We’re away!” Abednego said. “I’m opening the roof.”

The ceiling shook, and then the copper petals that comprised it began to inch apart. Through the widening gaps, Nameless could see snatches of bubbling dark water, the fleeting forms of monsters of the deep. He kept thinking the shields surrounding the city were going to collapse, and that the sea would come crashing in.

The citadel juddered and bobbed within its invisible balloon. It started to rise, slowly at first, gradually picking up speed until Nameless could gauge their progress by the brightening of the waters. Shoals of fish scattered before them. A shark bounced away from the shields. They punched through a blanket of algae, and then he could see a burgeoning patch of cobalt that they were heading straight into.

“Shove over,” Ancient Bub said.

He was still there, in the cockpit? He was supposed to be—

“You think I’m trusting the fate of both our peoples to a shogger who doesn’t know his left from right?” Bub said. “I’m taking the helm.”

“Well, if you’re sure about that,” Nameless said. “I thought I should be the one—”

“I know what you thought, son, and I don’t agree. You’ve already done more than anyone else in defense of your people, and more than anyone to bring mine home to Arnoch. There’s no need for you to die here. If our people are to coexist, they’re going to need strong leaders. They’re going to need people like you and that wench of yours.”

“Cordy? Oh, she’s no one’s wench.”

“That’s what I mean. Go on, son. Hop out. Let this old codger do something useful in his dotage.”

Nameless looked away, thought of all Ancient Bub was offering him. And it didn’t take a genius to see that Bub would have a much better chance of flying the airship, of getting it to where it needed to be without catching the city in the blast. Bub was right: there was no need for both of them to die. Nameless’s fingers wrapped around Paxy’s haft, where he’d left her leaning against the bench.

“If you’re going to go, go now,” Bub said.

Nameless couldn’t move.

Arnoch swayed and shuddered. Pressure screamed in his ears, and then, with a crash of cascading water, the citadel broke the surface. Cobalt skies blazed down through the shields and bathed the chamber in stark light, now the petals of the roof were fully open.

“Cut the moorings!” Bub cried.

The order was echoed down below, and then the airship bobbed and shook. Nameless’s heartbeat was a racing rattle. His breaths came quick and shallow, and his stomach turned queasy as the airship floated toward the opening at the top of the tower.

A thunderous roar rocked the citadel, and this time it came from without. A dark brume billowed toward Arnoch, and from its smog emerged wings that could span a mountain range, a corkscrewing tail that could wrap around the city, and five monstrous heads upon writhing, snake-like necks. It was the first he’d seen the whole dragon in one go, which told him it was still some way above them. But as it came swooping down, there was no doubting the sheer immensity of the beast, and Nameless wondered if they were going to need a bigger airship.

One after the other, fizzing rushes roared up from the curtain walls. Red lightning arced skyward, and the dragon back-flapped its wings so furiously, the resultant wind lashed the citadel like a hurricane. Crisscrossing streams of red scorched along the dragon’s scales, and then it returned fire with an excoriating blast of fire from its crimson head. There were muffled screams, followed by another volley of cannon fire. Blue pulses of light streaked in between the red and glanced harmlessly from the scales of the dragon’s head.

And then four more of the heads swept down, converging to unleash a scathing torrent of flames, lighting, gas, liquid, and ice that coalesced into a noxious blast of unimaginable force. The water shields buckled as the dragon’s breath dispersed along their surface. Fractures webbed their way all around the glassy dome, and pockets of corrosion started to eat their way through.

“Steady,” Ancient Bub said as the airship rose toward the disintegrating shields.

The dragon swept above the citadel, plunging them into darkness. The scales of its underbelly slid past interminably, giving way to the never-ending tail, until at last it veered off in a wide arc then started to wheel back for another attack.

“Steady,” Bub said again.

The airship continued to rise as the corrosion spread across the shields and the cracks began to widen.

“Brace!”

The top of the airship struck the shields. Nameless ducked and covered his head, expecting shards of glass to rain down, but instead, there was a deafening pop, and the shields simply vanished.

Then they were free of the citadel, continuing to climb above the central tower. All around them, far below, the waters of the inland sea raged against the aftereffects of the dragon’s wing beats. Atop the curtain walls, dwarf lords turned the barrels of their cannons to face the oncoming beast. A chunk of the battlements had been blown apart and charred bodies lay scattered about the parapet. Nameless caught a glimpse of Cidruthus Tallish, a long gun aimed high, and beside him, sighting down the length of an identical weapon, was Shadrak.

As the airship continued to gain altitude, Bub pulled back on a lever, and they veered to the right. He took a firm hold on another and forced it slowly forward. The airship picked up speed, moving out over the waters and away from the citadel.

But on the port side, the dragon had already spotted them and was bearing down toward them with a fury.
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Shadrak cursed under his breath. It was too soon. The dragon had seen the airship and was corkscrewing through the air toward it in a violent flurry of wing beats. Wind blasted through the crenels, and he had to hold on to the edge of a merlon to stop from plummeting from the parapet.

Cid had seen it, too: the danger to the airship. If the dragon attacked now, Arnoch would be caught in the blast.

All along the walkway, cannons swiveled to track the dragon’s hurtling path.

“Hold your fire!” Cid commanded. “You’ll be next to useless at this range. No wasted shots, remember?”

“We’re shogged anyway,” Shadrak said. “It’s already over.”

Cid ignored him and took a potshot at the dragon. A blue bolt streaked from his gun and ricocheted from the dragon’s black head. He only just missed an eye.

“Shog it!” he said, lining up for another shot.

The airship kept moving away from the walls of the citadel, but it was too slow. The dragon was closing by the second, bringing its breath weapons in range.

Shadrak got it in his sights and squeezed the trigger. He clean missed, and heard Cid tsk him.

Cid fired again, and his bolt glanced off the crest running away from the center of the jade head.

Five monstrous mouths yawned toward the airship. Lightning sparked. Flames flickered. A poisonous cloud billowed. Icy droplets fell away from the white head, and the purple head sent out a testing spray of liquid that Shadrak had already seen corrode the shields.

“Last chance,” he muttered to himself as he let out a slow breath and fired.

Blue light pulsed from the end of his gun and crossed the intervening space before he could blink. The dragon bucked and coiled in midair, and all five heads arced back toward the city as it roared in pain and fury.

“Bullseye!” Cid cried.

And he was right. Out of the dragon’s white, frost-rimed head, only one sapphire eye blazed. The other was a weeping pit of gore.

This time, the dragon was well and truly enraged, and its massive bulk shot straight back toward Arnoch with turbulent flaps of its wings.

“Aim for the eyes!” Cid commanded, and cannons all along the wall tops began to swivel.

The look Cid gave him told Shadrak the dwarf was under no illusions. He knew anyone atop the battlements was finished. But if their sacrifice preserved the airship long enough for it to get far enough away from the citadel, and if the dragon took the bait, then maybe it was worth it. The odd thing was, for the first time in his life, Shadrak found he really didn’t care if he lived or died.

As the dragon soared toward them, he thought it was going to ram the walls. Cannon after cannon fired at will. The skies were ablaze with coruscating streams of crimson. The dragon’s scales smoldered where they were struck. Shadrak shot at an amber eye, but the red head whiplashed aside on its sinuous neck. And then the beast veered upward, skimming the top of the wall. One by one, the cannons died, their crystals spent, and Cid yelled for the dwarf lords to abandon their posts and get below. Not one of them obeyed him.

A frosty plume from the dragon’s white head enveloped the central tower the airship had launched from. The black head whipped back round and sent a blistering bolt of lightning into the battlements from behind. Chunks of masonry flew. A cannon fell to the shoreline below, and a dwarf lord toppled after it.

The dragon’s tail crashed into a tower, ripping away its copper dome. Stone cascaded to the streets, and the dome clashed and clanged after it, until it struck the rear of the barbican and brought down a shower of rubble.

At first, Shadrak thought the dragon was going to land within Arnoch’s walls, break the citadel apart from within, but it arrowed skyward and wheeled around so it could once more bring its breath weapons to bear.

It was taking no chances. This thing was no brute. It knew it had them, so why change what wasn’t broken?

Red Cloaks scattered from the debris at the back of the barbican—no more than five or six. One of them was limping, and another clutched his arm to his chest.

This time, when the dragon came roaring back down, dwarf lords surged away from the base of the curtain walls, beneath the cover of the parapet Shadrak was watching from. They brandished axes, hammers, and glaives. Shadrak knew he should have admired their courage, but he’d never seen the point of valiant last stands.

So, why was he here, then, atop the battlements, staring down the sight of his long gun, hoping against hope for a lucky shot? Had he lost the will to live since losing Kadee a second time? Or had it rubbed off on him, this dwarven trait of making a virtue out of futile acts of defiance?

He glanced at the airship still moving away from the citadel and thought of Nameless, of how the dwarf always refused to give up, no matter how hopeless things seemed; no matter what he’d done.

All five of the dragon’s heads converged on the charging dwarf lords, not even bothering to waste their breath weapons. Blacked-cloaked Svarks spilled onto the rime-frosted summit of the tower the airship had launched from, unleashing a hail of glittering bolts from a dozen crossbows. Leading them, his shield strapped to his back, mace hanging from his hip, was Duck.

It was a distraction, no more, the bolts bouncing from scales harder than stone. Nevertheless, the dragon checked its dive, undulating in a writhing reversal that brought its heads level with the battlements. The dwarf lords at the lifeless cannons stood their ground with grim fortitude, but none of them drew weapons. What would be the point?

The jade head snaked round, opening its jaws to emit its noxious, roiling brume, but Cid aimed true and shot it smack bang in the middle of an eye. Screeching with rage and pain, the dragon rolled over in midair, bringing the purple and black heads to bear. Shadrak couldn’t think what their breath weapons were—acid and lightning, unless he missed his guess. It hardly mattered. Everyone along the top of the wall was as good as dead.

He fired, and the black head swerved aside of his blue bolt. Cid had better luck with the purple one, blinding it on one side. And then Shadrak blasted right through the pupil he’d missed the first time.

The dragon thrashed and veered away, dislodging merlons along an entire strip of wall. With a single beat of its gigantic wings, it brought itself above the central tower.

The Black Cloaks were already rappelling down the side closest to Shadrak, having given away their position when firing their crossbows. It was the only thing that saved them.

The dragon set its front claws on the flat roof, gouging deep grooves in the stone. The remainder of its vast bulk was still kept aloft by the gale force beat of its wings. Its back legs were tucked under its belly, and its tail hung down to the ground, where it thrashed about and sent the Red Cloaks running for cover.

From its perch above the citadel, the dragon roared, each of its heads a different pitch of thunder, and Arnoch trembled. If the beast stayed where it was, it would never take the bait of the airship, and that meant all was lost.

Shadrak and Cid kept aiming for eyes, but at the greater distance, their chances were slim. The black head discharged a storm of lighting at the base of a curtain wall, blowing out huge chunks of masonry but failing to breech the buttress on the outside. From the gaping jaws of the jade head, a poisonous cloud blew toward the barbican, and acid spew from the purple head corroded the battlements it was facing.

More figures appeared on the tower top the Svarks had vacated in the nick of time: dwarves wearing red cloaks.

They charged beneath the dragon’s belly toward its front legs anchored on the roof, and as they came on, they shrieked blood-curdling roars. Axe heads broke against talons tougher than steel. Hammers shattered, glaives snapped, but nothing seemed to deter these crazy dwarves. The dragon’s white head glared down at them and unleashed its frosty breath. Spears of ice ripped into the dwarves, spraying frost and scarlet. But still they fought on with tooth and nail. The white head breathed again and froze the dwarves solid in poses of brutal rage.

But in the clamor of their lunatic attack, they had covered the more stealthy approach of a small band of dwarf lords, who came at the dragon’s feet from the other side. It was futile, painful to watch. Cid and Shadrak kept unleashing blue bolts, but the dragon was growing wise to their attacks and shielding its eyes with half-closed lids.

Each head splayed away from the central trunk of its body to face a different wall, with the fifth, the crimson one, looming up over the tower top upon which the front legs stood. The dwarf lords saw but stood their ground, hacking for all they were worth; and although their superior weapons didn’t shatter, they didn’t even scratch the scales of the dragon’s feet or chip its claws.

All but one.

Matriarch Gitashan swung her ocras saber with such force, it lodged deep in one of the scales covering a toe. When the dragon stomped, shaking the tower, Gitashan rose with the foot, then hacked again and again. Fountains of oily blood rained down on her, but to the dragon, it must have seemed like nothing so much as the sting of a wasp. It was just too big. Too vast for anything the dwarf lords could hit it with to have any effect. But the Matriarch stuck to her task, even as smoke billowed from the crimson head’s mouth and fire began to form.

She must have hit something tender, for the dragon screamed and launched itself from the tower. Gitashan was thrown clear, but another dwarf lord leapt to break her fall—her sister, Thyenna.

The dragon rocketed into the skies above Arnoch. Beyond it, the airship had passed midway to the opposing shore, the gatehouse side of the city. But if it was far enough away to avoid Arnoch being caught in the blast, it was also too far for it to catch the beast’s attention.

With its wings furled on its back and its necks intertwined so that all five heads stared directly at the citadel below, the dragon dived toward the wall Shadrak and Cid were relentlessly firing from.

As it came, the necks unwound, and the whirling heads shook the curtain walls with devastating roars. Five sets of jaws began to part. Lightning sparked, fire blazed, ice glistened, acid dripped, and poisoned plumed.

Shadrak thought of Kadee, and hoped she’d be proud of him.

His finger tightened on the trigger for one last useless shot, when he caught a flash of golden light coming from the airship.
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Paxy streaked away from the airship, blazing like a small sun.

As the dragon hurtled toward the top of the curtain walls, met by nothing save for two flashes of blue fire as harmless to it as insects, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sped beneath it and erupted in a flash of aureate brilliance.

The dragon swerved away from the walls and started to plummet, but it righted itself before it hit the ground and shot straight upward, necks thrashing, heads casting about wildly for the cause of its pain.

Paxy’s flight back to Nameless’s waiting hand was a faltering meander. She lost height, and the light of her blades guttered then died.

The dragon leveled out and swung all five heads toward the airship. With three cracks of its massive wings, it propelled itself in Paxy’s wake and crossed the space between them with frightening speed.

“Here it comes,” Ancient Bub said. “This is it. You ready?”

Before she found Nameless’s hand, Paxy clattered to the deck of the cockpit.

“Ready,” Nameless said, picking up the axe and holding her to his chest.

“And you, girlie?” Bub said, speaking to Paxy’s dull and lifeless blades. “Are you ready, too? I need one last spurt from you.”

A thrum moved through Paxy’s haft in response.

“One last spurt for what?” Nameless said.

But there was no time to waste on questions.

The shadow of the dragon fell over the cockpit, and its roaring threatened to shatter his eardrums. The heat of its breath, the cold, the overpowering stench of ozone, acid, and toxic spew, built to an oppressive weight in the air. Amid the red head’s jaws, flames burgeoned into a roiling conflagration, and lightning crackled between the fangs of the black one.

“To slow your fall,” Bub said.

And without warning, he shoved Nameless over the side.

Fire, ice, acid, lightning, and virulent spew hit the airship all at once.

Nameless plummeted toward the sea, but with a glimmer of gold that flickered and waned, Paxy gave everything she had to keep him aloft. And she was slowing him, even if only slightly. If they had been above ground, Nameless might have stood a chance, but for all Bub’s wisdom, for all his planning, he’d been ignorant of one thing:

Nameless couldn’t swim.

Ancient Bub bellowed, “Arnoch!”

And there was a colossal boom as the airship blew.

Air slammed into Nameless, and a chunk of dragon meat smacked into his back, sending Paxy spinning from his grip. She tried to zip back to him, as she’d done so many times before, but the fading glow left to her blades went out, and she, too, dropped like a stone.

Waves raced up to meet Nameless as fleshy shrapnel rained down all around him. He scrunched his face up and shut his eyes. They’d done it. They’d stopped the dragon. But always there had to be sacrifice.

And then strong hands grabbed his shoulders and bore him aloft.

Startled, he craned his neck to see the husk girl, a sheen of argent washing her porcelain skin. Her hair was spun gold, flared out like the rays of a third sun, and from her back, eagle’s wings beat against the air as she carried him back toward Arnoch.

“Paxy!” he cried, as the debris of the dragon and the airship continued to splash into the sea. “Paxy!”

And she answered in his mind, weak and whispering.

[I’m still here, my Exalted.] And then with a trumpet-blast of triumph, [I’m still here!]

Brilliant gold broke the surface of the water and soared into the sky.

 

 

 




THIRTY

The morning after the defeat of the dragon, the funeral pyres at the foot of the curtain walls still smoldered. None were as grand as the stone slab erected for Old Moary’s passing, but each marked the resting place of a hero.

Eleven dwarf lords had been lost. It was a wonder there hadn’t been more, but they weren’t the only casualties. Seven Red Cloaks had fallen to the dragon’s ice breath. When the copper dome the dragon’s tail had sent crashing below had demolished a section of the barbican, two more had been killed, and another dozen injured.

By some innominate mercy, the civilians—the men, women, and children of Arnoch—had emerged from the attack unscathed. And now they were calling for a week-long wake for those who had died, and a celebration for those who had survived. It amounted to the same thing, and booze was already in constant flow all about the citadel.

The dwarf lords were demanding a memorial day for Ancient Bub, and the Council of Twelve, in an uncharacteristic show of decisiveness, was in full agreement.

But the people of Arnoch had their own hero, too, and there were plans afoot for a statue of Nameless wielding the Paxa Boraga.

As he stood upon the parapet looking down through a charred hole blown out of the battlements, Nameless wondered when his people had grown so quick to forget. It hadn’t been so long ago they’d wanted to kill him for his crimes. Maybe, with so few of them left now, they needed heroes far more than they needed villains. He only hoped public opinion wasn’t as fickle as he’d always been led to believe, and that they weren’t waiting for him to slip up in some small way. He had visions of them defacing his statue with splashes of red, and painting the Axe of the Dwarf Lords black, in memory of the Ravine Butcher. With any luck, they’d have to get the project approved by the Council, which was as good as saying it would be shelved after decades of waiting for a decision.

Stonemasons on ladders were already studying the damage the dragon had done to the citadel. Notes were taken, and where the original stones couldn’t be salvaged, orders were sent to the quarries Old Moary had reopened shortly before he died. Cranes were being constructed that would hoist the dome back into place, once panel beaters had hammered out the dents in the copper.

“They don’t waste no time,” Shadrak said.

The assassin was perched atop a merlon looking down. He still wasn’t himself, but he was trying hard not to show it. The gruffness in his voice seemed put on, and the hardness of his expression was a mask of plaster that looked ready to crack for the slightest reason. He’d fallen back on his old rituals in order to keep going, which meant the brass trimmings on his flintlocks had a glorious shine, and each of the blades in his baldric had been polished so much they were in danger of being whittled away.

“Can’t afford to have breaches in the walls out here, laddie. You saw what happened to the Dark Citadel on Thanatos, but I can tell you from experience, the husk life of Cerreth is just as…”

He trailed off as he caught sight of her winging her way around the citadel. The husk girl. The girl who’d saved him as he fell.

She’d been flying circuits since he’d arisen this morning. At first, he’d thought she was patrolling, protecting them against any other nightmares that might come against the dwarves now their defenses were weakened. Then he wondered if she was just restless, or exercising her new wings. But now, as she slowed and then hovered, sapphire eyes flitting from the barbican gates to the battlements and finding Nameless, he realized it was something else. She was uncertain, not sure whether to stay or go.

With graceful flaps of her wings, she ascended to the top of the curtain walls and came to stand in the crenel between two merlons. Her golden hair played out behind her, glittering beneath the rays of the twin suns. Her skin was whiter than Shadrak’s and without blemish, her diaphanous gown doing nothing to hide her femininity. But it wasn’t passion that sight of her aroused. It was awe, and wonder that a creature of such immaculate beauty could exist. If she was indeed a husk, she was certainly no demon, as the Senate of Jeridium would have had you believe. And she was no nightmare, either. If, as they said, it was true that all life in Cerreth was dreamed by the Daeg, the dog-headed ape cocooned at the heart of the world, she was evidence that not everything that came from the mind of that hapless creature was a nightmare. Just as the first dwarves had been that demented god’s first line of defense against his worst imaginings, Nameless had the feeling this angelic being had been dreamed to counter some unspeakable evil.

Or was he reading too much into it, he wondered, as she smiled at him with the same gratitude in her eyes that he felt for what she had done for him? Could it be she was just a creature thrown up by chance, as the Mad Sorcerer would have insisted, a randomly generated being, sired by an uncaring and ultimately meaningless universe?

It would have been tempting to believe it, after experiencing the cruelty of Thanatos, a world where death came without warning and life didn’t matter. But Nameless had seen too much, traveled too far—twice into the bowels of Aranuin, and once into the Abyss itself—to know that the movements of fate he’d sometimes been caught up in were anything but random coincidences.

Abednego had said something similar when he’d first clapped eyes on the girl. Or at least he’d raised the possibility that Shadrak bringing her to Brink, and all the events that followed, might have happened for a reason.

She reached down with a slender-fingered hand, and Nameless took it in his.

“Lassie, what is it you want? If it’s to stay among us, I would be one happy dwarf. But if there’s somewhere else you belong, somewhere you wish to go…”

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice chimed like struck crystal.

Shadrak cocked his head at the sound, and for an instant, the mask of his face softened.

She communicated so much more with her eyes, things Nameless knew in some obscure way, but which he couldn’t put into words. All he could say was that it felt right when she stepped back off the battlements and winged her way out over the narrow stretch of sea toward the shifting terrain of Cerreth.

A solitary tear rolled down Nameless’s cheek, but it was not a tear of sorrow, not a tear of loss. He was happy for her, and privileged to have done something for her, whatever it might have been. Maybe it was refusing to let her be sold to Quilth at the Academy, or maybe it was something else. He supposed he would never know, because he was certain one of the things she communicated with her eyes was that they would never see each other again.

Shadrak dropped from his merlon and stood peering with Nameless through the collapsed portion of the wall. Neither was focused on anything save the indistinct, wavering horizon.

“You’re going to tell me you’re leaving, too,” Nameless said. He didn’t know how he knew it. He just did.

“I’m not a dwarf,” Shadrak said.

“But you’re being hailed as a hero, and not for the first time.”

Shadrak smiled and dropped his chin to his chest. “Yeah, but I’m still no dwarf. I’ll head back over the Farfalls, move about a bit, make money here, take a contract there. Same as ever. You know me.”

“The gym, laddie…”

“Don’t worry about it. Pay me if and when you can. And if you can’t, and if I don’t strike it rich, maybe I’ll just kill the scuts I owe a fortune to. Probably should have done that a long time ago. It’d certainly make things easier.”

“And what would Kadee have thought about that?”

Shadrak chuckled. “Why do you think I haven’t done it yet?” He looked up, turning his pink eyes on Nameless. “You had that talk with Cordy?”

Nameless shook his head. He’d been dreading it, and, at the same time, anticipating it like a child waiting for birthday gifts. “No, but we will. She’s been too busy putting together this medal ceremony and keeping the dwarf lords in check.”

“The joys of leadership, eh?”

“Well, she won’t always be Voice, laddie, not if I know Cordy. She hated it when Thumil got the job. Cordy’s still a brewer’s daughter at heart. She’d sooner open a tavern than head the Council.”

“Like the one you’ve got in your gym back home in Brink?”

Nameless smiled. “Even if she’d have me, she’d never leave Arnoch. These are her people.”

“About my reward money,” Shadrak said. “From King Arios’s coffers…”

“Yes, about that,” Nameless said. He’d been hoping the assassin had forgotten. The idea of broaching the subject with Cordy was causing him nearly as much agitation as their other looming conversation.

“I was thinking you could keep it,” Shadrak said. “Not you, exactly. The dwarves. I dare say it’ll come in handy for the repairs to the citadel, you know, if they have to ship stuff in from the other side of the Farfalls.”

That would involve contact with humans, something the dwarves had studiously avoided for centuries. But it might not be such a bad thing.

“Are you sure, laddie?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. What I did, I did for Kadee. Seeing her was reward enough.”

“And me,” Nameless said. “You did it for me, too.” His voice was thick with emotion. Shadrak had come through for him like he always did. For a backstabbing, throat-slitting little pipsqueak, he was as good a friend as a dwarf could hope for.

“No, just Kadee.”

Shadrak was grinning ear to ear. For a moment, it looked like he was going to say more, but then he turned away and looked back out over the battlements.

A companionable silence settled between them. Nameless had already made up his mind, but it didn’t quite feel real yet; wouldn’t until he gave it voice.

“I meant you could have it, laddie. The gym.”

“What the shog would I want with a…? Oh. You’re not going back, are you? You’re staying here.”

“Don’t see I have much choice. The Matriarch’s none too happy about ‘common bloods’ ruling the roost. I’m the only one she listens to, and then only if I get nasty.”

“Don’t tell me: Exalted blood?”

Nameless puffed out his cheeks. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” Save for when you needed it in a fight. But more and more, he was convinced it was there, in all the dwarves, a latency in their blood. Whether or not there was a way to activate it was a mystery for minds smarter than his. And yet, Sektis Gandaw, the Mad Sorcerer, had experimented on the dwarves as thoroughly as he did all his other victims. No stone would have been left unturned, but there had been no indication he’d discovered the dormant Exalted blood, let alone found a way to use it. But it was there. No one was going to persuade Nameless otherwise. It was the thing that made all dwarves equal, in his mind. And as Gitashan seemed to believe about its bestowal, maybe its activation was in the lap of the gods.

“You wouldn’t have to run the gym,” Nameless said. “Big Jake can take care of that. But there’s my office in the back, with a bed and… Well, it would be a place for you to stay, till you get back on your feet.”

Shadrak chewed it over for a minute, and then he clasped Nameless by the forearm and nodded.

“Nameless! Shadrak!” Duck called from farther along the wall, black cloak flapping in the wind. “They’re ready to start.”

“Be right with you, laddie.”

Movement on the steps halfway down to the ground caught Nameless’s eye. Shadrak had noticed, too: a woman, her red hair bound into a bun atop her head. It was Glariya. She must have walked there with Duck, but left now he had the ceremony to attend. It was a fine thing, the Svark spending so much time consoling her. But he’d been Kal’s closest friend, and that’s what friends did.

And then realization struck him. Nameless shook his head and grinned. “Duck, you sly old dog.” Then to Shadrak, he said, “Coming?”

The assassin chuckled. “Can you honestly see me on a podium receiving some poxy medal?”

“It’s more of a stage than a podium, and it’s Arnoch’s highest honor. The medals were cast according to the pictures in Ancient Bub’s Chronicles. Abednego has the books now, at least till the dwarf lords ask where they are.”

“Maybe you can send mine to me in Brink. You know, if you get the time.”

“Oh, I will, laddie. You can be sure of it. So, you’ll go there, then? Move into the gym.”

Shadrak shrugged. “Seems as good a place as any.”

“Just don’t accept mead from Dame Consilia. She’ll wear you out. Took me a week to…” He trailed off. The less said about that, the better.

“Right, I’ll be off, then,” Shadrak said, vaulting to the space on the battlements the husk girl had recently been standing in. “And you should get going. They’ll be waiting. Or should I say, Cordy will?”

Nameless smiled and felt a prickling heat hit his cheeks.

“Good luck, Nameless.”

“You, too, laddie. And don’t forget where I am.”

Suddenly, Shadrak dropped out of sight.

Nameless started, and rushed to the crenel, looking down.

The assassin was a few feet beneath the battlements, clinging to a barely perceptible mortar line with his fingertips.

“Always wondered if I could climb dwarf stonework,” Shadrak said with a grin. “Not that shoddy crap at the Dark Citadel: real dwarf stonework.”

“Laddie, you’ll break your neck.”

“Not today. Shog knows why, but for some reason, today, I feel lucky.”

And with a grace and speed that should have been impossible for so impossible a climb, he scuttled down the curtain wall like a spider, leaping the last ten feet to the top of a buttress. From there, he scrambled down to the melted rock of the shoreline and sauntered toward the sea.

For a minute, Nameless thought Shadrak was going to jump in and swim, but then the fish-ship broke the surface a little way out from the breakwater, and the assassin took a running jump into its wide open mouth.

So, it had been pre-arranged with Abednego. Faen! Wasn’t that just the way of things with them? But whatever the two had arranged, one thing was for certain: it had given Abednego the excuse he needed to miss the ceremony, not to mention the meeting between the Council of Twelve and the Matriarch that everyone knew was bound to happen when it finished.
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The ceremony wasn’t half as bad as Nameless had imagined. The ale Cordy provided might have had something to do with it.

The great hall off of the throne room was packed with every soul left alive in Arnoch, dwarf lord and common blood alike. Shadrak’s absence was noticed. Cordy seemed to understand, and so did Cidruthus Tallish, although he was visibly disappointed. He’d planned to give Shadrak the long gun he’d borrowed during the attack. As regards Abednego absenting himself to take Shadrak ashore in the fish-ship, Cordy simply rolled her eyes.

There was a long list of heroes to be called up to the stage, and Cordy greeted each of them with a hand shake and a few words. When it was her turn to go up, Matriarch Gitashan avoided eye contact with Cordy and said not a word in return. With an expression of stoic indifference, she took her place in the front row of dwarf lords, Red Cloaks, and Svarks on the stage.

Nameless was the last to be called, and the dwarves of Arnoch were up on their feet applauding him. The dwarf lords not on the stage, those who hadn’t been directly involved in the fighting, glanced awkwardly at the Matriarch. When she didn’t acknowledge them, Thyenna beside her started to clap, and indicated they should stand. It was a shogging embarrassment, is what it was, and Nameless muttered as much to Cordy when he went up to accept his medal.

“They need this,” she whispered in his ear. “They need a hero.”

Someone in the crowd whistled, clearly thinking whatever Cordy had just said to Nameless was about something else.

“But is it enough?” Nameless said. The doubt that it was, that it ever could be, was starting to twist up his innards. He’d long ago told himself nothing could assuage the guilt of what he’d done, and no matter how many times he was told he’d been forgiven, he could never quite believe it.

“Listen to them,” Cordy said. She turned him to face the cheering crowd. “Look at them. If anyone’s to judge how much is enough, surely it’s the dwarves of Arnoch, and now, the dwarf lords, too.”

Nameless felt the worry tugging at his face start to break into a smile, but then he looked behind on the stage, and he met the sullen gaze of Gitashan.

“But the Matriarch’s not at all happy.”

Cordy’s eyes hardened. “Tell me about it.”
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Leaving the post-ceremony celebrations in the great hall, the Council of Twelve, missing Abednego, processed into King Arios’s throne room with Cordy at their head. Gitashan led a comparable group of dwarf lords, hastily put together; among them Thyenna, Cidruthus Tallish, and Yalla of House Thayn.

Nameless left Paxy on the lowest step of the dais and looked up at the throne, near-empty tankard clutched to his chest. In his mind’s eye, he saw an image of the original throne, with the skeletal form of King Arios seated upon it. The ancient king had told him to take the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. He’d recognized the Exalted blood in Nameless’s veins, and he’d hoped against hope that Nameless could do what all the heroes of Arnoch had failed to do, and take down the Destroyer. As if reliving the same memory, Paxy floated into the air and hovered above the throne, in the same place Nameless had first seen her.

The two factions seated themselves once more on opposite sides of the long table set up before the dais.

When Nameless started to grumble that he had no business being there, Gitashan snapped, “No. You stay. There are hard things that need to be said, and you have a foot in both camps.”

“Camps, lassie? We’re all dwarves here.” He placed his tankard on the table and seated himself.

Gitashan snorted and looked away.

Cordy waited for the room to settle before standing and opening the meeting. Almost at once, Thyenna stood and, cordially, as though she were making allowances for ignorance that no one was to blame for, said, “It is unfitting for a common blood to speak before a lord, let alone an Exalted.”

“Hah!” Nameless said. “Someone should have told her that when we were children. That way, at least I might have gotten a word in edgeways.”

No one laughed, not even Cordy. The tension across the table grew so taut, the air felt ready to rupture.

Nip Garnil coughed and said, “It has yet to be determined by this Council—”

“Silence!” Gitashan barked. As she stood, Thyenna sat back down. “On Thanatos, your head would already be rolling across the floor for such insolence.”

The color drained from Nip Garnil’s face, and he sunk slowly back down again.

Cordy’s fists clenched on the tabletop. She lowered her eyes and drew in a long breath. Her shoulders bunched up around her ears. When she looked up, she met the Matriarch’s glare unwaveringly.

“This is not Thanatos. This is Arnoch.”

There were mutters of agreement among the Council. It only came as a surprise to Nameless they hadn’t called a recess so they could discuss among themselves the veracity of Cordy’s statement.

“Exactly,” Gitashan said. “The ancestral home of the dwarf lords, not common bloods. Arnoch is ours by right.”

“Now hang on a minute,” Nameless said, leaping up from his chair. “That is not why I brought you back here.”

“Then why?” Thyenna said, remaining seated. “You just wanted us to take care of your dragon problem, and then what? Accept the rule of our inferiors? Listen to the rambling debates of this Council?”

“If you don’t like it—” Cordy said.

“I don’t,” Gitashan said. Slowly, deliberately, she drew her scimitar. “And I intend to change it.”

Nameless put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. In response, Paxy sped to his waiting hand. “Put that down, lassie,” he said.

His voice had grown cold once more, and he saw nervous looks pass among those of the Council who’d been there at Arx Gravis, those who’d seen the Butcher up close. Cordy flinched and swallowed. She’d witnessed the full horror of which Nameless was then capable, more so than anyone else.

Gitashan’s head snapped round to face him, but she faltered. He knew that his glare was excoriating, scorching fire to the ice in his tone. Thyenna started to rise but dropped back down again when he included her in his ire.

“I’ll count to three,” Nameless said.

“I refuse to accept—” Gitashan started to object.

“One.”

“How dare you! I am the rightful ruler of—”

“Two.”

She cursed, and scraped her blade on the table as she resumed her seat. She lay the scimitar across her lap.

“Thank you, lassie.” Nameless placed Paxy on the tabletop in front of him and sat, too. “You saved me the embarrassment of counting further. I can never remember if it’s three or four next. That’s one of the problems of being a goat-rutting commoner, or whatever it was you called me.”

“You are an Exalted,” Gitashan said, without meeting his eyes. “There is no use any of us denying that. All else is irrelevant.”

“The way I see it,” Nameless said, “that makes me a servant, not a despot. I thought you’d shown that, you and Thyenna, during the fight outside the portal. That is how Exalted should act, not like this.”

“Like what?” Gitashan asked. Now she met his eyes, and her amber ones were narrowed to slits.

Nameless was momentarily flummoxed. He looked to Cordy for help.

“Go on,” she said. “Be honest.” Then, to Gitashan, “Or am I speaking out of turn?”

The Matriarch ignored her. She was waiting intently on Nameless’s response.

He winced as he said, “A prissy little tart with an ocras spoon shoved so far up her arse it paints her teeth brown when she talks.”

Cordy guffawed.

Barely suppressed sniggers passed along the Council.

Nameless couldn’t be sure, but he thought one or two of the dwarf lords chuckled before covering their mouths with their hands.

Thyenna was out of her chair. She took her sister by the arm. “We don’t have to listen to this.”

“You know where the door is,” Cordy said. “Shog off back to Thanatos.”

Gitashan remained silent. He eyes were locked to Nameless’s. He couldn’t tell if she was too shocked to react or if he’d touched a nerve. Yes, that was it, he decided. She looked like someone had just punched her in the stomach and winded her so much, she couldn’t draw breath. He guessed no one had spoken to her that way before, and he realized he wasn’t proud of it.

“Lassie,” he said. “Matriarch. Forgive me. That was wrong of me.”

“Come on,” Thyenna said, “we’re going. All of us.”

“Back to Thanatos?” Gitashan sounded like a little girl.

“If we must.”

“But the Dark Citadel,” Nameless said. “It was breached.”

“Can we fix it?” Gitashan turned to Cid.

He blew out his cheeks and fiddled with his fingers on the tabletop, carefully considering his reply.

“I dare say Ancient Bub could have done, but we are none of us masons anymore. Thanatos made sure of that.” He widened his address to take in the Council and Nameless. “All we know how to do is fight. Fight for our survival. But in the process…” He looked nervously at the Matriarch to gauge if he’d gone too far, said too much. When she just watched him dumbly, waiting for him to go on, he said, “In the process, we have forgotten what we are. Who we are. If I may make so bold…” Again, that look to Gitashan for permission, and again, the same blank stare. “Ah, shog it,” Cid said. “What’s the point of being an old coot if you can’t speak your mind? You, the people of Arnoch, needed us, needed the help we could uniquely offer. But now, it is we who need help. Help rediscovering all that a dwarf should be. Help with settling into our new home, because returning to Thanatos would be worse than stupid, and I for one am not going.” He paused, as if waiting for one of the Exalted to cut the head from his shoulders, but when nothing happened, he continued. “And we need help with continuing our race. We need you far more than you needed us.”

A heavy silence settled over the throne room. Everyone turned to the Matriarch, awaiting her response.

Nameless rested his fingers lightly on Paxy’s haft. Cordy finally sat down, flicking him uneasy glances.

After an eternity, Gitashan passed her scimitar to Thyenna and pushed herself to her feet. This time, when she spoke, she addressed Cordy directly.

“All that Cidruthus says is true.”

Thyenna shut her eyes and let out a sigh that Nameless took for relief. Thyenna had been acting out of loyalty to her Matriarch, her sister. But she hadn’t really wanted to leave. And all her bluster had come from the same place. It was what she thought was expected of her.

“But it is not without issues,” Gitashan continued. “We cannot… I will not… accept the rule of a common blood, nor of this Council.”

A wave of eye rolling and head shaking passed along the councilors.

Nameless pinched the bridge of his nose, then realized he still had a few dregs left in the bottom of his tankard. He drained them and looked about to see if anyone was on hand to get him a refill. There wasn’t, so he slammed the tankard down on the table, letting them know just what he thought.

“Then you can shogging well go find yourselves some place else to live,” Cordy said. “Cerreth’s got plenty of spare room. And just remember, as you slowly die out with a whimper, that you only have yourselves to blame, because you think you’re too good to live under our rules, or to sully yourselves by breeding with us.”

The dwarf lords started to whisper among themselves. It was a break of protocol that would have earned them severe punishments on Thanatos, but the limits of what was acceptable had already been pushed too far, and they were apparently feeling emboldened. As their voices grew louder and started to compete with the noisy debate breaking out among the councilors, Yalla stood and rapped her gauntleted hand on the table three times.

A hush fell over the throne room in an instant.

“Forgive me, Matriarch. Forgive me, Thyenna. With your permission, I would like to speak.”

Thyenna’s eyes took on a soft edge, and she may even have smiled a smidgen. She faced Gitashan and gave the slightest of shrugs.

“Go on,” the Matriarch said.

“Arnoch, so the legends say, always had a king.” Yalla’s eyes met Cordy’s. “I do not mean to criticize this government you have here. I can’t pretend to understand how it works. On Thanatos, we each have our station, and we obey unquestioningly. With anything less, we would have been wiped out a long time ago.”

“You’re right,” Cordy said. “Arnoch did always have a king.”

“But it doesn’t now,” Gitashan said. “And why do you think that is?”

She didn’t need to add, “Because you’re all common bloods.” It was plain from her sneer.

“We chose one, if you must know,” Cordy said. “And he said no. That’s why we made one of our councilors, Old Moary, regent, until a king could emerge from among us. When Old Moary died and passed the regency to me, I re-formed the Council. I am, after all, just a nobody, and I’m certainly no queen.”

“How shrewd of you to realize,” Gitashan said. “But what you have yet to appreciate, is that no king can simply emerge from among you unless…” She broke off, suddenly realizing where this was going.

Nameless saw it, too, and he wished the ground would open up and swallow him.

“Nameless has the blood,” Yalla said. “And he commands the respect of his people. After what I saw on the way back to the portal, and what he did going up against the dragon with Ancient Bub”—she turned her hazel eyes on him and smiled—“he has my respect, too.”

“No,” Nameless whispered. He wasn’t even sure anyone could hear him.

Gitashan leaned on her fists and shook her head. “It is not enough to have the Exalted blood. A king must come from a House. He doesn’t even have a name, never mind a family.”

Nameless let out an exaggerated sigh of relief. The look Cordy gave him was in part sympathy for what he’d lost, but there was something else: anger, maybe, at what she saw as a slight regarding the implied lack of status that came from being stripped of everything that defined him.

“I believe he does have a House,” Yalla said. “Mine: House Thayn. I said as much to Ancient Bub on the way from the Dark Citadel. Bub was going to look through the charts of genealogy up until the time of King Arios and the evacuation of Arnoch. When we arrived here, he said, he wanted to see if these people had Chronicles of their own, so that we could plot a match.”

“We do,” Cordy said, “but after… after what happened at Arx Gravis, at the ravine, whole passages vanished, as if they’d been erased. Or rather, as if they’d never been written.”

“So,” the Matriarch said, “there is nothing to prove he is descended from the lords of House Thayn. Which brings us back to my point. Only an Exalted with a House can take the crown.”

“And yet,” Cid said, “to my knowledge, there has never been a Queen of Arnoch. Nor a Matriarch.”

“The same situation we faced on Thanatos,” Thyenna said. “But better a woman of lineage than a man with no House.”

“What if I adopted him?” Yalla said.

“What?” The Matriarch glared from Yalla to Cid, who simply shrugged.

“Isn’t that what they used to do,” Yalla said, “in the days of old? When a line neared extinction, those of no House could be drafted in, adopted, to ensure its continuance. Like so many of our Houses, House Thayn is close to extinction. There are only three of us left. What if I exercise my right to adopt Nameless into our family?”

“Why would you do that?” Cordy said. She gave Nameless a withering look that might have been suspicion.

But there was nothing to warrant it in Yalla’s expression. She was excited beyond measure, almost ecstatic in what she was proposing. But there was no personal gain for her. She was just doing what she thought was best for her people.

“Because Arnoch needs a king, a ruler acceptable to both our peoples.”

Looks were exchanged between the councilors on one side of the table and the dwarf lords on the other.

One by one, the dwarf lords stood and slammed their fists into the tabletop and said, “I agree.”

All but Thyenna and the Matriarch.

“This is not their decision,” the Matriarch said, but there was no fight left in her voice.

“Maybe it is,” Cordy said. “And for what it’s worth, I agree, too.”

In another bewildering show of unity, the other ten members of the Council present added their voices.

The Matriarch started to slowly nod.

“Gitashan,” Thyenna said, “We cannot permit this.”

“We may have no choice,” Gitashan said. “Times change. People change. Maybe even you and I have changed a little, but we have yet to notice it.”

Thyenna’s lips drew closed in a tight line. Finally, her shoulders slumped and she nodded.

“But a king must have a queen,” Gitashan said. She turned her wild eyes on Nameless in what he took as triumph. This was it: what she’d wanted all along. Not to rule alone, but to have a consort and to shoulder the burden with another. It mattered not to her which way round it happened—a Matriarch choosing her mate, or being the mate of a king. It only mattered that she got what she wanted: an Exalted for herself, as if anything less would sully her.

Cordy’s eyes dropped to her lap. She hadn’t seen this coming. None of them had, least of all Nameless.

But then he recalled the conversation he’d had with Gitashan at the Dark Citadel.

“Remember what we were saying, Matriarch, about the Exalted blood overwhelming anything less?”

She nodded vigorously. “You felt what we have during the fight at the portal. How we soared, we three. The blood of the Exalted is infinitely precious, and vastly superior.”

“So superior, it can’t be diluted.”

And she saw his intention way before anyone else had caught up. Triumph fled her eyes, left them startled and frantic.

“No matter who I mate with,” Nameless said, “my Exalted blood will pass to my children, even if only to remain latent.” He ran his gaze around the table. “But let’s not dwell on that. It may be a moot point, because I’ve a different theory. From what I’ve seen of how your people and mine have carried themselves through this crisis, I suspect the blood of the Exalted has run through the veins of every dwarf who’s ever lived since the Daeg first dreamed us. If,” he added, “that dog-headed shogger really had anything to do with it, and we were not anodyne to his nightmares, sent as a gift from on high.”

[Ah, I wondered when you’d get there,] Paxy said in his mind. [I wish I could have told you this before, but for everything I reveal, there are countermoves from the other side.]

She meant Mananoc, the black sheep of the Supernal Father’s family. The Great Deceiver who was no doubt behind all the false trails the dwarves had been following as to their true origins and identity.

A thousand questions seethed and bubbled in Nameless’s brain, but he couldn’t let Paxy’s words distract him. There would be time enough for that later.

“It’s all gift, the way I see it,” Nameless went on. “The blood of the Exalted. All for someone else’s benefit. It’s not there for self-aggrandizement or dominance. I’ve been starting to suspect for some time, and now Paxy here has confirmed it.” Most of the dwarves frowned with confusion, but Cordy’s eyes widened, and Gitashan scowled. “We are anything but the dreams of an insane god. Anything but random aberrations thrown up by blind chance, and anything but the creations of a deluded Mad Sorcerer. What we are is heroes. Every last one of us.”

“No! Don’t do this,” Gitashan said. “You can’t. She’s a brewer’s daughter!”

Nameless pushed his seat back and went round the table, where he dropped to one knee beside Cordy’s chair.

“Cordana Kilderkin, will you—?”

She smacked him upside of the head and he landed on his arse.

“Bit shogging presumptuous, don’t you think?”

“But Cordy, I was only asking,” Nameless said, scrambling to his feet.

“Not the proposal, you silly scut, the breeding. The idea that a common tart like me should be thankful to have you, and your shogging Exalted blood will eradicate any trace of the inferior muck that sullies my veins.”

“That is not what I said.”

“Not exactly, but that’s how it sounded to me.”

“Then you weren’t listening.”

“I am now.”

Nameless gradually became aware the others were still in the throne room with him and Cordy. He’d been so focused on getting the proposal right, so petrified she’d say no, that his awareness of everything else had tunneled to nothing. And then her reaction had taken him completely off guard. He didn’t know whether he was embarrassed or angry or what he was.

“What I meant, Cordy, was that we are all Exalted. All of us. There is no muck sullying anyone’s veins. And for those of us who’ve manifested the Exalted traits that lie dormant within every dwarf, our place is to serve, even if it is from a gaudy shogging throne atop a dais.”

Moisture collected at the corners of Cordy’s eyes. “Then allow me one question before I answer your proposal.”

Reflexively, he took a step back. “What do you want to know?”

She stood and looked him in the eye. She came so close, he could feel the warmth of her breath on his face, the heat of her body through her white robe.

“When you… no, when the Corrector murdered my Thumil…” Her lips started to tremble as she recalled what else he’d done. “When he killed my baby, how did he feel?”

She might have thought she was sparing him by using the third person, but the effect was no less crippling. Nameless felt a hole open up within him, a bottomless black pit. He was dimly aware of being on his knees, though this time from necessity rather than custom. All he could see was rivers of blood, Thumil’s head upon a spike, and baby Marla. All he could feel was emptiness and despair and self-loathing.

“I buried them, Cordy,” he whispered. “I carried them up to the Sward and left them together in the Garden of Tranquility.”

And then he felt Cordy’s arms embrace him, pull him to her breast.

“But not the head,” he told her. “Not Thumil’s… I couldn’t. It was staring at me.” It was an image that would haunt him the remainder of his days.

Cordy was kneeling now, too, and weeping openly.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. “So, sorry. But I had to be sure. I already knew. But I had to be certain.”

He returned her embrace, both of them racked with sobs, and around them came the scuff of chairs being pushed back, the shuffle and tramp of feet.

“I love you, Nameless,” Cordy said. “And yes, I will be your queen.”

“Oh, lassie,” Nameless said, his sobs slowing, then giving way before a surging wave of joy. “I always hoped, but never believed. I love you, too.”

Reaching deep into the space within that he drew strength from in his moments of need, he forced himself to his feet and helped Cordy up. He blinked his eyes to clear them, and turned to the table, saying, “Very well. With Cordana at my side, I… Well, shog me stupid, they’ve gone.”

While he and Cordy had been locked in their embrace of grief and new hope, the dwarves of Arnoch—the survivors of Arx Gravis and the lords of Thanatos—had risen from their chairs and filed out of the throne room.

“About shogging time they gave us some space,” Cordy said. “I’ve been up to my eyeballs since the dragon, and I’ve had about all I can take from company.”

“Couldn’t agree with you more, lass—”

Cordy grabbed him by the collar of his hauberk and dragged him about as close as two dwarves could get. “Now, shut up, and kiss me.”
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And so, it came to pass that, in the seventh year of the re-settlement of Arnoch, and on the third day of reunification between the dwarf lords of Thanatos and their kin from the City of Arx Gravis, the Nameless Dwarf of the House of Thayn, and Cordana Kilderkin were duly joined in sacred matrimony.

Ale flowed mightily, songs of high bawdy were bellowed in the beer halls, blending with the ceaseless sounds of revelry coming from the newly occupied throne room. And when the festivities were over and not a dwarf remained standing, hope effused from every stone of the citadel and hung overhead like the brightening suns of a new dawn.

The fauna of Cerreth gathered on the shoreline surrounding Arnoch, all manner of monstrous beasts of nightmare. A truce of sorts had been called for that one night. For there was a new adversary among them, and a new locus for the defense of all that was beautiful, good, and true amid the roiling insanity dreamed by the Daeg.

As unified as the dwarves had once more become, the husks howled, roared, hissed, and screeched with a harmony they had never before shown, and never would again. Inchoate cries formed a greeting in a sublime language, discernible only to the gods of the Supernal Realm, but recorded by the inspired scribe of these Chronicles as simply,

“Hail, King of Arnoch!”

 

 




EPILOGUE

Matriarch Gitashan—former Matriarch, she reminded herself—left Arnoch by the main barbican. The guards on the gate, common bloods in red cloaks, tried to tell her it wasn’t safe at night, especially alone, but she silenced them with a glare. Whatever else she might have lost, she still had her innate authority. It’s what defined her, what made her who she was. And it was intimately bound up with her blood: the blood of the Exalted.

And now that blood seethed as she left the safety of the ancient citadel that should have been hers by right. It wasn’t that she disputed Nameless’s ascension. He might have been a commoner in his bearing, but he shared with her the blood of heroes. She knew her place in the scheme of things and didn’t even mind that tradition demanded it was a subordinate one. But Nameless showed no respect for custom, and neither did the brewer’s daughter he’d married. The King of Arnoch should have taken an Exalted for his wife. He should have taken her.

The shoreline surrounding the citadel shimmered under the glare of the largest of the three moons. At first, the ground seemed like a rippling extension of the waves lapping at the breakwater, but as she entered a silvery patch of moonlight, she saw that it looked to be formed from melted glass as black as the mountains on Thanatos.

She started, and her hand flew to the scimitar hanging from her hip, when the ambit of the moon’s glare shifted, and a figure emerged from the dark, swinging an axe. When it didn’t move, she took a few deep breaths to slow her pounding heart. She released her grip on the scimitar’s hilt and stepped closer.

It was the charred skeleton of a dwarf frozen in action. Behind it were more skeletons, some aiming crossbows at the sky. Gitashan walked between them, running her fingers over bones, helmed skulls, weapons. It was a compelling diorama, a vignette of heroic defiance in the face of some unspeakable horror.

“Personally, I was a little disappointed.” —A man’s voice, accented and ever-so-slightly lisping. It carried to her effortlessly above the burgeoning wind.

She hadn’t noticed it before, but a short way back from the statues stood a block of granite like a sarcophagus. Not a sarcophagus: it was a burning block, the remains of a funeral pyre. She could tell from the ash and the charred kindling that littered the ground around it.

The night sky seemed to coalesce about the top of the pyre, but as she blinked and her vision adjusted, she could see the voice had issued from a figure seated atop the pyre. He was bigger than a dwarf, perhaps a human like the Warlord. The black cloak wrapped around him merged seamlessly with the night, and a drooping cowl was pulled low over his face.

“A dragon that size, and with five heads, no less, should have wreaked a bit more devastation. And to think, all the trouble I went to encouraging the dog-headed ape that sustains this world in existence what to dream. Perhaps I should try again. What would you suggest, Matriarch, a basilisk? An army of undead? A lich?”

His use of her title was at once unsettling and intriguing. Gitashan drew her scimitar and approached him in a wary arc.

“How do you know who I am?”

“I’m very observant,” the man said. “I greatly enjoyed your reign on Thanatos, and it is my hope that you can do the same thing here. Once we have dealt with our mutual problem.”

“My issue is with a common blood sharing the bed of the King of Arnoch,” Gitashan said.

There, it was out, the root of her ire. It wasn’t that Nameless had rejected her, or that he’d supplanted her as ruler. It was the thought of centuries of tradition being trodden underfoot on the whim of an Exalted who neither fully understood or appreciated what he was. Rut with the lowlifes if you had to, but marry one…

“I agree,” the man said. “It’s terrible. Life is so cruel. You should have been the one beside him. More than that, you should have been the one on the throne.”

“Arnoch needs a king,” Gitashan replied.

“Pish. I’m all for tradition, but one has to have the discernment to know those that reflect the good, the beautiful, and the true, and those that propagate the myth that men are somehow like gods and women are their playthings.”

Hearing it said by another shocked her like the thrill of plunging into ice-cold water. She’d only done it the once, back on Thanatos. The things that lived in the mountain lake were anything but thrilling, and she’d been lucky to survive.

“Come, sit beside me,” the man said. He tapped the granite block he was seated on.

Gitashan returned her scimitar to its thong on her belt and did as he bade. It occurred to her she was being foolish. She didn’t know this man. She didn’t know the risks. But in the same way her commands had been obeyed on Thanatos without anyone daring to question her, she found she had to comply. No, not had to: wanted to.

“That’s better,” the man said, patting her on the knee.

She shivered at his touch. It chilled her down to the bone. There was an odd scent about him, too: the odor of dank earth and the hint of something pungent. All she could compare it to was the livid meat dishes Ancient Bub had served her at the Dark Citadel.

“You and I share a common cause,” the man said.

Gitashan wanted to gag at his rancid breath on her cheek, but she was too rapt, too fascinated to turn away. Beneath his cowl, eyes like garnets smoldered. She felt drawn to them, felt them pulling at her, drinking her in.

He turned his head away, and she snatched in a gulp of air as if she’d just survived drowning. Her heartbeat was a torpid boom in her ears.

She should have run, then, she knew it. Put as much distance between herself and this stranger as she could. But even as she thought it, she knew she couldn’t. She wasn’t sure if it was some invisible hold he’d snagged her with, or her own inner longings to set things straight, to put things back to how they ought to have been.

“I assume from your silence, you are not interested,” the man said, slipping from the edge of the block and straightening his cloak. “I understand, and I will not trouble you again.”

“No,” Gitashan breathed as he started to walk away.

He turned and waited.

“No,” she said again. “You are right: life is cruel.”

“Understandable you should experience it as such, having lived your entire life until now on Thanatos.” He flowed toward her like a shadow.

“Yes,” Gitashan said. “A life surrounded by death in all its forms. I have done nothing but fight to survive.”

“It’s a dog-eat-dog world you were born into,” the man said. “And whatever they say, this one is no better. Oh, the perils are better hidden maybe, and subtle to a degree you would not guess, but Aosia can be a cruel world, just the same. And its people can be even crueler.”

“Yes. Yes, they can.”

“It is a language, cruelty, one universally understood. I am something of a scholar in this respect, well-versed in all its many dialects. Do unto others what they would otherwise do to you, used to be my maxim. But these days, I say, do to others what they deserve. Or rather, do to them whatever it pleases me to do.”

The words sounded wrong to Gitashan, evil, depraved; but the feelings they evoked—strength, justice, righteousness—sent evanescent thrills through her veins. Her mind balked, tried to turn away, but the rest of her was euphoric, flushed with a bubbling heat that was impossible to refuse.

“You like that, don’t you?” the man said from behind her, his chill breath on her neck. He caressed her cheek with a solitary, clammy finger. She shuddered, and he withdrew his hand. “Then, are we agreed?”

Gitashan’s limbs grew flaccid. She dropped to her knees, panting for every breath. “Agreed?” she gasped. What had she agreed to?

“Your issue is with the Queen, and mine is with the King. I’m all for efficiency, for killing two birds with one stone. All it will take is one well-aimed arrow from my lectionary of cruelty, one masterstroke of pain. And, do you know, after this stimulating little talk with you, I think I have it. I’ll be in touch.”

There was the ruffle of cloth followed by the swift patter of feet on rock.

Gitashan swayed on her knees for a second, dazed and bewildered, as if waking from a dream. She shook her head to clear it, then grunted with the effort of climbing to her feet. She turned a quick circle, scanning the darkness threatening to swallow up the shoreline.

But the man was gone.
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