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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE PROTAGONISTS

Shadrak the Unseen — Down on his luck assassin and former guild lord. An albino faen.

Nyra Sahtis — Half-Slathian storyteller and musician (a skald).

Caelin Claver — Wayist priestess with a violent past.

The Nameless Dwarf — Aged dwarven hero who was once King of Arnoch.
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Gitashan Ieldra — Queen of Arx Gravis.

Thyenna Ieldra — Queen of Arnoch.

Hekata N’Gat — Witch Queen of Tho’Agoth.

Otto Blightey — Lich Lord of Verusia.

THE HUMANS

Aldrich, Bishop — Senior Wayist in the city of Jeridium.

Amela Sahtis — Wife of Sukhen. Mother of Nyra.

Baris “Reaper” Lund — Warrior from Illius.

Brout — Captain of the Second Company of Jeridium’s Second Cohort.

Calix Nor — Deceased former Principal of Jeridium’s Academy.

Crannock — Senator. Member of the Special Select Committee for War.

Crispin Valan — Young Illian cavalry officer.

Darik Gan — The Laird of Illius.

Drisa Malkin — First Senator of Jeridium.

Dudley — Senator. Member of the Appeasement Lobby.

Farryl — Commanding Officer of the First Company of Jeridium’s Second Cohort.

Finn “Fillet” Fishman — Rogue among the refugees from Malfen.

Forgil, Brother — Wayist priest. Caelin’s former spiritual mentor.

Grigor Mollos — Leader of the Malfen refugees. Longtime profiteer and crook.

Ilarion Cletchin — Jeridium Senator.

Ilesa Fana — Rogue from Portis. Half-husk shapeshifter.

Jaten Garret — Marshal of Jeridium’s Defenses.

Jilma Zar — Senator. Member of the Appeasement Lobby.

Modlin Arbron — Student sorcerer at Jeridium’s Academy.

Nils Fargin — Principal of the Academy in Jeridium.

Rabnar the Red — Deceased Captain of the Watchful Wake.

Raglan, Brother — Wayist priest.

Rogyr Duff — Entrepreneur from Malfen.

Sektis Gandaw — The Mad Sorcerer who was given the lore of the faen.

Silas Thrall — Deceased sorcerer. Former companion of the Nameless Dwarf.

Tal Tavor — Bald thug. Refugee from Malfen.

Teg — Patient at Serenity Hospital in Jeridium.

Vagyria Twait — Rogue and guild member.

Vail, Sister — Matron at Serenity Hospital in Jeridium.

Vernesk Cawdor — Senior partner of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank.

Welsus Volpadine — Senator. Head of Volpadine Holdings.

Yosias Brenitch — Junior partner of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank.

THE DWARVES

Arios, King — Deceased King of Arnoch.

Axe of the Dwarf Lords, the — The Paxa Boraga. Legendary weapon of the Exalted.

Beogrun, Lord — Queen Gitashan’s champion.

Cordana Kilderkin (Cordy) — Deceased wife of the Nameless Dwarf.

Droom — Deceased father of the Nameless Dwarf.

Duvnar Skyln — Svark from Arx Gravis.

Fuer Rangin — Old dwarven soldier. Former sergeant.

Mala — Deceased baby of Cordy and Thumil.

Maldark the Fallen — Betrayer of the dwarves to Sektis Gandaw. Architect of Jeridium’s walls.

Olf Rangin — Son of Fuer.

Rafnar Baig — Dwarf Lord from Arnoch.

Ranash the Unlucky — Deceased King of Arnoch.

Thumil — Deceased first husband of Cordy and former Voice of the Council of Twelve.

Yalla — Deceased mother of the Nameless Dwarf. Dwarf Lord of Exalted blood.

THE ACULI

Kadee — Foster mother of Shadrak the Unseen.

Cleverman, the — Wise man/shaman of the Aculi.

THE ZAWALIANS

Rah-Vos Dar — Zawalian healer and former circle fighter.

THE SLATHIANS

Clymathra Sahtis — Mother of Sukhen. Grandmother of Nyra. Powerful Slathian sorceress.

Kyatha Vilyth — Member of the Orsgoth Cabal.

Quila Zamor — Chief Servitor to the Orsgoth Cabal.

Sukhen Sahtis — Member of the Orsgoth Cabal. Father of Nyra. Husband of Amela.

THE FAEN

Abednego — Member of the Sedition. Only non-dwarf to hold a seat on the Council of Twelve.

DEITIES

Daeg, the — The sleeping ape-like god at the heart of Aosia.

Mananoc the Deceiver — God of chaos and destruction.

Nephirot, The Old Woman — Goddess of the Aculi.

Ush-Gog — Zawalian god.

Way, the — The “one true god” of the humans.

Witandos — The All-Father. Supreme god of the dwarves.

 

 




GLOSSARY

Abyss, the — Realm of Mananoc the Deceiver.

Aosia — The world.

Aranuin — The underworld.

Carl — Low-ranking dwarf warrior.

Charos — Red moon. “The All-Father’s warship.”

Concealer Cloak — Blends in with surroundings. Lore of the Faen.

Council of Twelve — Governors of the dwarves in the absence of a monarch.

Divine Alloy — Used by Witandos to forge weapons of power.

Draca — Reptilian husks from Cerreth.

Ennoi — Smallest of Aosia’s three moons.

Exalted, the — Dwarves with the blood of ancient heroes.

Faen, the — Denizens of the underworld. Spawn of Mananoc the Deceiver.

Gabala — Realm of Witandos.

Goggles — Lenses that enhance vision. Lore of the Faen.

Housecarl — Bodyguard of a dwarven ruler.

Husks — Beasts of Cerreth, formed from the Daeg’s nightmares.

Medryn-Tha — Island continent far from the Vanatusian Empire.

Ocras — Impregnable ore of Aranuin.

Pleroma, the — The fullness of the Way. Eternal afterlife.

Raphoe — Largest of Aosia’s three moons.

Scadu — Shades of the dwarven dead.

Sluagh — Slayer. A rare and deadly kind of husk.

Svarks — Secret operatives of Arx Gravis.

Tho’Agoth — The Grave City. Abode of the Witch Queen.

Unweaving, the — Sektis Gandaw’s attempt to unmake everything in existence.

Vanatus — Capital of the Vanatusian Empire. Also a fledgling settlement in foothills of the Southern Crags in Medryn-Tha.

Veraith — Husks from the Ice Plains of Vayin.

Watchful Wake, the — Ship of Rabnar the Red.

Wolfmalen — Town in Verusia. The Lich Lord’s castle.
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ONE

Silence struck like a direct hit.

But it was only a momentary lull in the bombardment.

Ennoi, smallest of the three moons, shivered in the winds gusting off the northern Steppes. Red Charos and silvery Raphoe had long since dipped below the city walls. Across Jeridium, windows were shuttered and the glowstones that lined the roads shed no light. The stink of corruption permeated every inch of every street. No one had collected the refuse for more than a week, the sewers were backed up, and rats were everywhere—rodents and the looting kind. People were starving. Gold, jewels, family heirlooms were handed over in return for something to eat. Those with their heads screwed on had gotten out as soon as it became clear the Senate’s policy of appeasement had failed. Not long after, the dwarven army of Gitashan, Queen of Arx Gravis, laid siege to the city.

On the roof of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank, a cloaked figure, so small he could have been a child, hunkered down beside a chimney breast. When a flash in the sky made him look up, moonlight revealed white stubble on whiter skin, and eyes the color of blood.

Another glowing missile arced over the city walls, only a block away this time. Close enough for the albino assassin, Shadrak the Unseen, to make out what it was: a severed head, lips still moving in a ceaseless scream of torment.

That was the twelfth such missile so far tonight—day twenty-two of the siege. Most of the cowherds and market gardeners who worked the land outside the walls had believed the appeasers on the Senate and thought war would never come. Others hoped to profit by selling food to the invaders, or by stockpiling it till the siege was lifted, when they’d make a fortune from marked-up prices. Instead, they’d ended up as ammunition for the catapults, and their precious crops and flocks had simply been taken from them.

But the real worry was that the enemy were using heads at all. Dwarves weren’t exactly known for their cruelty, and they certainly didn’t need scare tactics. They would have found the idea dishonorable. And sorcery—the heads blazed in the darkness, and they screamed—most dwarves didn’t know the first thing about magic, and those that did had an innate revulsion for it. Shadrak had said as much all along: there was something very wrong about this war.

His stomach growled. The last few days he’d been reduced to stealing from thieves who’d stolen from thieves. The food was… worse than stale. Word on the street was that Brenitch and Cawdor had a wine cellar and a cold room stocked with cheeses and meats that they plied their best customers with. Even so, Shadrak was going off the idea of breaking in. He knew things about the bank, about the shadowy figures said to govern it.

Another head whistled through the air and hit the street below. There was an ear-splitting boom. The building shook. Flames billowed into the sky.

“Shog it,” Shadrak said, slapping at his smoldering cloak as he pushed away from the chimney breast and leapt for the adjacent rooftop.

He was going to do what he should have done weeks ago.

He was getting out of Jeridium.

And he knew just how.

***

At the top of the metal stairs that spiraled around the outside of the tower, Shadrak knocked on the door, glancing over his shoulder to see if he was being followed. He was still jittery from the near miss atop the bank.

Usually, the Palidius District was lit up through the night by glowstones atop iron posts, but given the Senate’s call for total blackout during the bombardment, the lights had all been extinguished. Half a dozen steps below Shadrak’s position, the tower was shrouded in darkness.

For a long while he listened, picking out the occasional barked command of a dwarf carried by the wind from beyond the city walls, the thud of a mallet striking the release pin of a catapult, the yowl of another flying head. At least this one was farther off, targeting the foundries to the west of Jeridium.

The odd thing was, there was no sound from within. That was unusual. The rogue wizard, Nalkus, seldom if ever left his rooms at the top of the tower. He’d had a scare that he’d never recovered from. Same thing had happened more than two-hundred years ago to Nalkus’s ancestor, Magwitch the Meddler. Shadrak remembered the old mage babbling about faces in the shadows as if it were only yesterday.

Worried now, he unraveled his leather toolkit and took out a torsion wrench and a slender pick, but when he set to work, he discovered the lock was broken.

He eased the door open a crack and slipped inside, running his fingers over the blades in his baldric.

The first thing that hit him was the stench—sulfur and shit. Through the gloom, he could make out the shapes of tables and chairs. There was a muffled drip, drip, drip coming from beyond the curtained opening opposite.

Edging around the furniture, Shadrak parted the curtain and entered a wood-paneled hallway. Lamplight flickered from the open doorway at the far end. As he crept closer, he could see scorch marks on the walls—still warm to the touch. Evidence of Nalkus’s favorite fire-trap sorcery. The mage always said you could never be too careful.

The windows inside the room—Nalkus’s bedroom, judging by the cot with the straw mattress and crumpled blankets—were shuttered as per the Senate’s siege-time instructions. Against one wall there was a writing desk with a high-backed chair, beside which were shelves crammed with books and scrolls. The dripping was louder here, and Shadrak looked up at the vaulted ceiling to locate the source:

Nalkus, strung up by his wrists, blood and filth splashing from his opened guts to pool on the hardwood floor.

“We figured you’d come here sooner or later.” The scrape of the high-backed chair as it turned around. A man sat upon it. Long black coat. Broad-brimmed hat that drenched his face in shadow. “Shame for Nalkus, I got tired of waiting.”

“Shame for you, you killed him,” Shadrak countered. He flicked his cloak back and skimmed a razor star at the man on the chair. His aim was true, but rather than a spray of blood, there was a dull thud as the razor star passed through the man’s face and embedded itself in the backrest.

“Don’t tell me you’re a shogging Maresman!” Shadrak said as he took a step back toward the door. He’d not had a run-in with the Senate’s enforcers since he’d given up smuggling husks across the Farfall Mountains for sorcerers with dark intentions and deep pockets.

Shadrak froze at the sound of a click close to his ear.

“He is.” A woman’s voice from behind. Something cold and hard pressed against the back of his head. “We both are.”

“That a pistol?” Shadrak asked.

The man in the chair chuckled. “They said you knew a thing or two about ancient weapons.”

Shadrak had seen his fair share of relics from the heyday of the Vanatusian Empire, even owned a few guns himself once upon a time. He still kept his first in an oiled rag back home. It had been out of bullets for years.

“Who the shog’s they?”

The man stood and plucked Shadrak’s razor star from the backrest, rubbing it between thumb and forefinger. “You’ll see.”

***

The male Maresman went ahead of Shadrak down the winding metal stairs outside the tower, the woman with the pistol following.

The man chuckled and wagged a finger at the night sky. “Nalkus told us you’d come for his air-raft.”

Shadrak looked up to see a rectangle of darkness riddled with glowing veins of green drifting farther and farther away. He swore under his breath. There went his way out of the city.

As they headed east, Shadrak fought down the urge to make a run for it. Where would he go, save back to his attic room to slowly starve to death? Besides, he was angry at what the Maresmen had done to Nalkus. The sorcerer had been a paranoid fool, but he’d done right by Shadrak over the years. Someone was going to pay for his death. He just needed to find a way. His razor star had passed harmlessly through the Maresman’s head, but one thing experience had taught him was that no one was invulnerable. You just had to be patient, keep a close eye, and act when the opportunity presented itself.

And then there was the fact that he wanted to find out what this was all about. Maresmen didn’t run errands for just anyone. If these two had been sent to find him, it was by order of the Senate.

His suspicions were confirmed when they passed through the silent streets of Smithgild, the main business district. In the grey pre-dawn light, Shadrak could make out the looming edifice of the basilica that had long ago been confiscated from the Church of the Way and adopted as the seat of Jeridium’s government. That was during the times when the Wayists had been suppressed. Good old days, he reckoned. Not like now, when the Church had representatives on the Senate and a hand in every lucrative deal.

As they drew near the Senate Building, a cloaked figure stepped from behind one of the pillars that supported the covered portico. A woman, judging by her gait, the glint of a dagger in one hand. Even in the midst of the siege, the guilds were still active. Same as everyone else, they needed to eat, and anyone walking the streets was fair game. The woman smirked with over-confidence as she sauntered toward them. That only told Shadrak she wasn’t alone.

Three hard-looking men emerged from an alleyway to the right. The door of the boarded-up old priests’ house beside the basilica flew open and four more men spilled out, armed with clubs and staves.

The scuff of boots on cobbles came from behind, followed by a grunt of effort. A rock flew past Shadrak and struck the Maresman in the back of the head. He stumbled, hat falling to the ground and revealing a bald scalp covered with blisters. The Maresman turned and bellowed. A shadow spewed from his lips, taking on substance as it soared toward his attacker in the form of a raven. A man screamed, followed by the thud of a body hitting the ground.

The rogues scattered, and in the same instant Shadrak spun and snatched the pistol from the female Maresman. Yellow eyes wide with shock, she was crimson-skinned—a Zawalian. An uncommon sight in Jeridium, and even rarer for an employee of the Senate, most of whom bragged about their Vanatusian ancestry and considered everyone else inferior. Her hair was wound into thick ropes, and a silver ring pierced her bottom lip. What was visible of her neck above her coat was inked black with tattoos of jagged lines and spirals.

The male Maresman snatched up his hat and covered his blistered head with it. “Enough,” he growled. “Give her the gun back.”

“Or what?” Shadrak said. “You think your bosses will thank you for killing me, like you did that poor scut?” He nodded toward the already putrefying corpse of the rogue. “I’m guessing they need me alive, else why go to all this trouble?”

The woman flicked a nervous look at the man. “Yanos…” she started, but Shadrak doubled her over with a punch to the stomach, then shoved the tip of the pistol in her mouth. For a second he relished the sight of her squirming, then grinned at the man.

“You want to be more careful, Yanos,” he said. “We’ve only just met, and I already know your name and how to kill you.”

“How to—?”

“Oh, don’t worry, mate.” Shadrak took the gun out of the woman’s mouth. “I ain’t gonna do nothing. Not yet.”

But at least now he knew that he could. The thrown rock had hit Yanos in the back of the head. The Maresman hadn’t seen it coming, like he had the razor star that had passed right through him. A weakness uncovered.

Shadrak snapped open the butt of the pistol and shook a slender cartridge out onto his palm before handing the woman the gun back. “My payment,” he said. “For coming along quietly. You got any idea how hard it is to find bullets these days?”

***

“You can wait outside,” a fat man in the white toga of a senator told the two Maresmen. “We’ll be quite all right with Shadrak the Unseen. Or do we call you something else these days, now that everyone knows who you are?”

The door clicked shut behind Shadrak.

The fat man shoved a weedstick in his mouth, sending up puffs of smoke. There was an open wine bottle before him on the table, a half-empty glass beside it.

The room was windowless, lit by a glowstone set into the ceiling. There were three other senators at the table, two men and a woman.

Shadrak let his cloak fall open to reveal the blades in his baldric. “What makes you so sure you’re safe all the way down here in the bowels of the basilica? None of you looks stupid. You know what I do for a living.”

The fat man rolled his eyes, grunting around the butt of his weedstick, “Magical defenses.”

Figured. The Senate had a long history of pardoning rogue sorcerers in return for undisclosed services. Of course, the fat man could have been bluffing, but there was no way of knowing. “I take it this meeting’s off the record.”

“Most of what we do here is off the record,” the woman said. She was moon-faced, with a double chin that melted into her turkey-wattle neck.

The man beside her shifted in his seat. Greased-back hair, trimmed mustache. He flicked a look toward the head of the table, where the fourth senator was frowning at a crystal sphere nestled in his hands.

This last was a big man, older than his colleagues. Bad hair—it looked as though duck down had been glued to his scalp and given a side parting. Mouth like a rat’s arse. Without looking up from the crystal, he said, “We are the Special Select Committee for War.”

There was a clink as the fat man topped up his wine glass. White wine. Sparkling. The preferred tipple of wealthy elites.

“Does the First Senator know?” Shadrak asked.

“As much as she needs to,” the man with the mustache said.

“We are in a parlous state.” The fat man popped his weedstick out of his mouth just long enough to take a slurp of wine.

“Because you were too busy appeasing the dwarves instead of preparing for war,” Shadrak said.

“A strategy that would have worked,” Mustache-Man said, “with even a modicum of support from the opposition party.”

“Bah!” The fat man sent up another puff of smoke.

“Your refusal to face facts cost us dearly, Senator Dudley,” the woman said. “Even a blind idiot could see what Queen Gitashan was up to the minute her army walked into Portis and took control of the Chalice Sea.”

The inland sea was vital to the region. Most of Jeridium’s fish came from there, after the guilds of Portis had taken their cut.

Dudley flew into a fluster. “You gave him my name!”

“If it makes you feel better,” Shadrak said, “I could take a stab at the identities of your colleagues.” He knew none of them personally, but he’d lurked in the shadows of political society as long as anyone alive. Longer. A party here, a fundraiser there, public ceremonies, dodgy meetings. Shadrak never forgot even the smallest detail, and what with the gossip on the street, and his dealings with the wealthy merchants who bankrolled those in high office, it wasn’t exactly hard to put names to faces.

The fat man threw a coughing fit, which only stopped when he slugged down more wine.

Shadrak pointed at him. “Crannock the Warmonger.” To the man with the duck-down hair: “Welsus Volpadine, head of Volpadine Holdings”—a company Shadrak had stolen from on more than one occasion. “And Ilarion Cletchin, wife of the former First Senator, who was forced to resign due to a conflict of interest involving the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank.”

“A malicious lie that has been discredited,” Cletchin said.

Volpadine self-consciously ran a hand over his hair. “Whatever you think you know about us, rest assured, we know much more about you. I for one would sooner not deal with a crook, a former guild lord, and the man who assassinated First Senator Mal Vatès.”

“Before you were born,” Shadrak said.

“Yes, about that,” Volpadine said. “How come you’ve lived so long?”

“I exercise. And I don’t drink.”

Volpadine gave a humorless chuckle. “Or you’re a faen, not a human. Do I need to go on? I have an entire list of things our… researchers put together about you.”

“Just get to the point.”

“Of course. These are desperate times, and we only have a slender window in which to act. The army of Arx Gravis is encamped outside our walls. They’ve bombarded us day and night, and their infernal missiles sow terror wherever they fall. But the walls have not been breached—a testament to the masons who built them. The dwarves of old, it seems, possessed secrets our enemy lacks. Nevertheless, the city is dying. Food is growing scarcer by the day—”

“It is?” Crannock said.

“There’s looting, disease, an epidemic of rats. An epidemic of Wayist priests too, for that matter, preaching that the siege is divine retribution for our sins.”

“As I’ve been saying all along,” Cletchin said, “we should never have lifted the ban on their insipid religion. Round them up, like in the old days. Bring back the guillotine.”

“Steady on,” Crannock said. “The Bishop’s not so bad.”

Volpadine raised a finger for quiet. “My point is that the enemy only needs to hold on for a few more weeks and there will be no one left alive in Jeridium.”

“Unless we send our boys outside the walls to fight!” Crannock said.

Volpadine gave a weary shake of his head. He’d no doubt heard the suggestion a hundred times.

“Sounds like good advice to me,” Shadrak said.

“I disagree,” Volpadine said, Cletchin and Dudley nodding their agreement.

“Why’s that, then?”

“Because there’s a second dwarven army on the way.”

“A second—?”

Shadrak was cut off by a deafening blast from a trumpet right next to his ear. He spun round, but there was no one there.

Crannock’s weedstick hung limply from his mouth. The other senators exchanged nervous glances.

“Citizens of Jeridium!”—a man’s voice with the force of thunder. Outside, muffled by the walls of the basilica, people were shouting and screaming.

The door flew open and the red-skinned Maresman entered. “That voice,” she said, “it’s from beyond the city walls. Some kind of sorcery.”

The crystal in Volpadine’s hands began to glow. “Yes, we gathered that. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to concentrate.”

Shadrak raised an eyebrow. Behind him, the door clicked shut once more.

“Wizard eye,” Dudley explained. “Above the city. We can see what the enemy is up to.”

Crannock snorted. “And still do nothing!”

“Your leaders have let you down,” the voice from beyond the walls said. “Your Senate was given every opportunity to avoid this siege, but greed and self interest have blinded them to the truth. Jeridium is outmatched. The only reason you still live is because Queen Gitashan is merciful.”

Shadrak didn’t know about that. He’d met Gitashan long ago. Met her sister Thyenna, too, now Queen of Arnoch. He doubted they understood the concept of mercy.

“Got you!” Volpadine said, holding the glowing crystal out in front of him. Scintillant rays burst from its center, fanned out, then converged into a beam of white light. Where the beam struck the tabletop, a blurry picture formed.

Shadrak squinted, trying to make sense of what he saw. It was a living image of the dwarven camp: tents, wagons, catapults, a mountain of headless bodies.

“Closing in,” Volpadine muttered, face a mask of concentration.

Orange light flashed in ribbons as the view panned across the night fires dotted about the camp. The picture veered sharply the other way, bringing into focus armored dwarves formed up in phalanxes.

The image jumped again, and this time settled on a clearing amid the massed troops. Four figures stood there: Gitashan the Queen, armored in black ocras, a slender coronet holding back her silver-streaked hair; a dwarf in the bright livery of a herald, trumpet held at his side; another dwarf, armored head to toe in plates of ocras, just the merest of slits in his great helm to see out of. The last was too tall to be a dwarf: a robed man, lean and angular, face and hands scaled and grey, ears like a bat’s. An open book lay on a stand before him, a smoking brazier illuminating the pages.

“Is that a Slathian?” Crannock asked, ash dropping from the end of his weedstick.

“Citizens of Jeridium,” the herald said, “this is not your fight. You have been brought to this day by the scheming and arrogance of your politicians, and by the powers who pull their strings. If you would spare your families and save yourselves, consider carefully our Queen’s gracious offer. Choose a warrior brave enough to leave the city and do battle with the champion of Arx Gravis, Lord Beogrun.”

The ocras-armored dwarf raised his axe.

“If your champion is victorious,” the speaker continued, “our army will withdraw for seven days. You can use that time to evacuate, or to resupply, if you are foolish enough to stay and fight.”

“And if we lose?” Cletchin muttered.

“But if Beogrun should win—and he always does—” the herald continued, “you will open your gates to us. Accept the challenge, and no one else needs to die. You have Queen Gitashan’s word on that.”

“Pah!” Crannock said. “The word of a dwarf!”

The door opened. This time it was an official in a grey tunic. “Forgive my interruption, Senators,” she said, “but your presence is required. Emergency meeting of the full Senate.”

The image from outside the walls dissolved as Volpadine covered the crystal with his hands. “Tell them we’re on our way.”

“Senator.” The official backed out the room and closed the door.

“Does no one have the spine to face Beogrun?” the herald’s voice boomed once more. “Then, the Queen gives you three days. If the challenges remains unanswered at the end of that time, we will tear down your walls and Jeridium’s streets will run with blood.”

Dudley glanced at Shadrak.

“Piss off,” Shadrak said. “I don’t do fair fights.”

“If they could tear down our walls, they would already have done so,” Crannock said.

“Either way,” Volpadine said, “we’ll still starve to death.”

“And the dwarves must know that,” Shadrak said. “So why the sudden hurry?”

Crannock relit the stub of his weedstick. “Because the second army is from Arnoch. We’re caught in the middle of a dwarven civil war.”

“That makes no sense,” Shadrak said. “Thyenna and Gitashan are sisters.”

“Siblings fall out,” Cletchin said.

“You’d know all about that.” Crannock said, emptying the last dregs of wine from the bottle into his glass. “Still no regrets? You don’t miss your brother?”

Cletchin was on her feet so fast her chair tipped over and crashed to the floor. “Why, you fat, slanderous—”

“Senators, please,” Volpadine said.

Crannock raised his weedstick in apology. Cletchin remained dangerously still, white knuckles pressed into the tabletop, chin quivering with barely suppressed rage.

Dudley stood and righted Cletchin’s chair. She lowered herself into it and let out a long slow breath. A serene mask settled over her face, and she even managed a half smile for Crannock’s benefit.

“Nothing was proven,” Volpadine said as Dudley resumed his seat. “And, as you well know, Crannock, the board of inquiry agreed that the evidence against Senator Cletchin was not admissible.”

“When her husband was still in charge,” Crannock muttered.

But Cletchin was back in control of herself. She refused the bait.

“If we could return to the matter in hand….” Volpadine said. “Time is no longer on our side. Goodness knows what the full Senate will decide if we miss the meeting. Why don’t you three go on ahead? I’ll finish up here.”

“But—” Dudley said.

“I insist.”

Volpadine waited for his colleagues to leave then gestured for Shadrak to take a seat.

“You knew the last dwarven king, Shadrak. You were friends, I’m told.”

“Maybe.”

“Before he became King of Arnoch,” Volpadine said, “he was briefly the ruler of Arx Gravis. That was the first time the dwarves attacked Jeridium. What was it he used to call himself? The Corrector, wasn’t it?”

Shadrak clenched his jaw. The Nameless Dwarf had been possessed by the black axe he’d found in the underworld, Aranuin. Shadrak had been the one to stop his old friend’s reign of terror—with a bullet between the eyes. If not for the power of the black axe, it would have killed him.

“How was it,” Volpadine said, “that one minute the dwarves were terrified of this Ravine Butcher, as they called him, and the next they made him king?”

“They forgave him.”

“For the slaughter of thousands of their people? I don’t believe that.”

“Neither did he, but it was Nameless who saved the dwarves from the Lich Lord when they fled Arx Gravis and crossed the Farfall Mountains.”

“Yes,” Volpadine said, “and he found the lost city of Arnoch for them.They say he was a half-decent king, for as long as it lasted. But when he abdicated, the dwarves quickly divided into factions. Those that sided with Gitashan returned to Arx Gravis.”

“She was probably pissed her sister was made Queen of Arnoch,” Shadrak said.

“For decades, we heard nothing out of the dwarves. Arnoch was too remote, and Arx Gravis resumed a policy of isolationism. We had hoped, under a new ruler, things might improve.”

“Gitashan’s too proud for that,” Shadrak said. “We’re scum to her. Even other dwarves, those who aren’t lords.”

“As far as we know,” Volpadine continued, “Queen Thyenna and the dwarves of Arnoch went back to the age-old task of their ancestors: defending Medryn-Tha against the husks of Cerreth. But when Thyenna’s army came storming through the Malfen Pass a few days ago, there were reports of husks fighting alongside the dwarves.”

“And you think Thyenna’s coming against Gitashan?”

“I do. But not to aid us. News coming in from Malfen makes that abundantly clear. It was a bloodbath. Want to know my theory? Thyenna learned of her sister’s expansionism and got worried Arnoch was next. It’s not looking good, I tell you, what with Gitashan’s forces occupying the south and Thyenna now harrying the north. Refugees are all over the place. The only good thing about this siege is that no more of them can come here.”

“You’re all heart,” Shadrak said.

“Where would we put them? And those refugees we took in when this all started were just fodder for the guilds. Think of that before you cast judgment.”

“I’m not with the guilds,” Shadrak said. “I’m a free agent.”

“And you’re telling me you haven’t taken advantage of the refugee crisis? Helped yourself to what they brought with them?”

“Would that be before or after the Senate confiscated their goods in return for asylum?”

Volpadine pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s cut to the chase before I miss the full meeting of the Senate. I’d appeal to patriotism, but I assume I’d be wasting my time. So, with much difficulty, I persuaded the bursars to agree to a sizable payment for your services.”

“How sizable?”

“Ten thousand shekels.”

“You’re shogging me!”

“You could retire on it,” Volpadine said. “Preferably far away from here. I’ve had the contract drawn up. You’ll have a chance to peruse it before you accept.”

“What do you want me to do? Assassinate Gitashan? Thyenna? Both of them?”

Volpadine chuckled. “Wouldn’t that make life easier? Even if you succeeded, though, there are plenty of other dwarf lords who would take their places.”

“But Thyenna and Gitashan aren’t just dwarf lords,” Shadrak said. “They’re the elite of the elite. They’re Exalted.”

“As was their former king. If anyone can bring this senseless war to an end, it’s him. We need you to find him, Shadrak, and get him into the city. You must find the Nameless Dwarf.”

“Are you having a laugh?”

“Were my sources wrong about you being his friend?”

“It’s been so long, I wouldn’t know where to start looking.”

“Then, let me help you. Last year, before the first signs of trouble from Arx Gravis, a dwarf was spotted in the fledgling settlement in the foothills of the Southern Crags. He was old and decrepit, they said. Half-starved.”

The thought of Nameless as an old man somehow seemed worse than him being dead. The dwarf Shadrak had known had been indomitable. There was something seriously shogged up about a world in which heroes faded away, while a scut like Shadrak—he knew what he was—hadn’t aged a day since reaching adulthood.

“He came down from the peaks for food,” Volpadine said. “Entered the fight circles to earn the money to buy some. Gave a good showing too, until he reached the final and took a beating from a Zawalian that should have killed him.”

Shadrak shook his head, hoping it was a case of mistaken identity. “I’ve never seen him lose.”

“So, you’ll go?”

Could it really be him? And if it was, would Nameless welcome him as a friend? The friend who’d not been there when he’d lost it all—the crown, his people, but more than that, his wife, his precious Cordy.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Volpadine said. “Someone will meet you at the Settlers’ Graveyard in two hours. You can inspect the paperwork there.”

Shadrak turned to the door, then spun back and flung out his hand. Volpadine gasped as the razor star embedded itself in the wall behind his head.

Shadrak held up a finger for silence and made a show of looking around the room.

“Magical defenses, my arse.”

 

 




TWO

More than three-hundred refugees trudged throughout the bitterly cold afternoon, driving a team of oxen ahead of them to plow a path in the snow. It was the third day since the dwarven hordes had come out of the north to storm through the Malfen Pass, leaving fire and blood in their wake.

A few hours before dusk the survivors set up camp. Makeshift tents were pitched, and firewood was unloaded from the wagons. Damp had gotten into the wood, making it spit and fizzle. Thick smoke plumed into the grey sky as people sat upon the frozen ground, listening to a woman in a scarlet headscarf perform songs that were meant to chase away the despair.

Nyra Sahtis had to smile as she plucked the strings of her mandola. She had her audience just where she wanted them, and that meant she’d eat tonight—a testament to her craft and to the skill of the skald who composed the epic. Of course, it helped that she used sorcery to immerse the refugees so deeply in her tale that they lived and breathed it as if they were really there. They were no more than passive observers at the mercy of the emotions washing over them.

Her father would have flown into a rage seeing his daughter waste her innate talents in such a manner. Nyra was bred for sorcery. All that mental capacity for handling complex formulae, and here she was using it to entertain a bunch of displaced humans—a race Sukhen Sahtis viewed as meat for his table.

Why? her father always asked her as a child. Why couldn’t she accept what she was and train to be a sorcerer like any other self-respecting Slathian? Nyra asked herself the same question even now, and still she had no answer. The best she could manage was that it was her mother’s human blood finding expression through her craft, but she would never know. Amela Sahtis had died when Nyra was a young girl. Sukhen had seen to that.

With one strand of her consciousness she followed the flow of the tale pouring through her—the mad sorcerer Sektis Gandaw’s attempt to unweave all the worlds. With another strand she studied the refugees around the fire, stuporous looks on their faces as the scenes she sang played out in vivid details in their minds. One or two she caught staring at her, eyes feverous with lust. She had no idea why the music affected some men that way. Some women too. When times were tough, she gave them what they wanted in return for a hefty purse of shekels. A musician had to live, after all.

She caught sight of a woman in a hooded white robe pushing through to the front of the crowd. Something inside her tightened and she missed a note. Seeing the Wayist priestess watching her made her feel she was doing something wrong. It was the same woman who’d stood at the back and stared at her night after night in the taverns.

She let the music peter out, ending before she got to the popular verses about the Nameless Dwarf and his allies undertaking a last desperate assault against Sektis Gandaw’s mountain base.

People began to throw coins. They must have thought she was waiting for payment before she continued. Nyra set down her mandola on the frozen ground so she could gather the money up.

“Careful, love, it’ll go out of tune,” Finn Fishman said—they called him “Fillet” in Malfen, on account of the way his victims were found. Finn allegedly knew a thing or two about music.

“It’s already out of tune,” Nyra said, then in a loud voice asked the crowd, “How about a different story?”

People started to grumble, but it went deathly still when she suggested, “About Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia?”

“There’s kids present,” a woman said, covering the ears of a little girl.

“More Nameless Dwarf!” a man hollered, and the crowd responded with an enthusiastic cheer.

“I’d have thought you’d want to hear about heroes from our side,” Nyra said, “not the enemy’s.” Though they’d be hard-pressed to think of any. All she’d be able to give them were tedious tales of the drudgery and hardship the first human settlers of Medryn-Tha had endured. True, theirs was a heroic effort, and they had barely survived the frequent attacks of the husks who then roamed south of the Farfall Mountains. But it was heroism without a face, hard to get inspired by.

“How about the slaughter at Arx Gravis?” the Wayist said. “When the Nameless Dwarf returned from Aranuin possessed by the black axe?”

Oddly, it was a popular tale, but not as popular as the sequel, when the Nameless Dwarf was duped into thinking he could break the hold the black axe had over him, only to return to the Ravine City to finish the job. That time, he’d styled himself the Corrector, and had massacred all but a few hundred of Arx Gravis’s people.

Whatever the priestess was up to, her suggestion was a clever one. It showed that the dwarves were vulnerable, that they could be beaten, that in some unfathomable way they lived under a curse.

Nyra picked up her mandola, then noticed that the priestess was distracted by something behind her. She craned her neck to see a thickset bald man glaring at her.

“Get on with it!” a woman cried out.

When Nyra turned back to the front, the Wayist was watching her again, eyes shadowed by her cowl. “I will,” she replied to the heckler. “But you’re only getting the short version.”

The bald man was making her nervous.

“Before I start,” she said, “I need a beer.”

“You been smoking somnificus?” a man said. “We ain’t got beer.”

Someone coughed. “I have. A wagonload of it.”

The crowd parted to admit a towheaded man with a neatly-trimmed beard.

“I was saving it for an occasion like this,” he said. “Rogyr Duff, entrepreneur.”

Nyra had heard the name.

“Course, booze don’t come free,” Duff said, thumbs tucked into the front of his britches. “But considering our predicament, I’m willing to give it away at knock-down prices.”

Nyra smiled and shook her head. People like Duff were what she loved about Malfen: everyone out for themselves, always making the most of opportunities, even now.

Barrels were tapped and coins handed over. Duff delivered a tankard into Nyra’s hands and watched as she took her first sip. It had the bitter tang of hops, and a malty scent that made her sigh. Duff’s eyes widened as she downed the beer in three swift pulls, then he went to fetch her another.

The Wayist was now engaged in hushed conversation with a woman whose head was lowered as she wiped away tears. The woman looked up when the priestess touched her brow, a relieved smile on her face. Wayists were such charlatans. It made Nyra want to be sick.

She accepted another tankard from Duff, half-drained it, then waited as the onlookers returned clutching their beers. It took a while for the crowd to settle, but the moment it did, Nyra struck up a haunting accompaniment on the mandola as she commenced her tale in a voice at once mellifluous and compelling:

“Moonlight splashed the walls of the ravine that housed the dwarven city of Arx Gravis. Lightning flashed, illuminating the great central tower that rose from the depths, and the interconnecting walkways and plazas that surrounded it….”

***

In the grey twilight, Nyra made her way through the crowd, head swimming from too much beer, mandola clutched by the neck. She needed to lie down.

Without warning, one of her tightly ordered mental streams slipped her conscious control, and her mind threw up the scene of her father leaving for Tho’Agoth, the Grave City, four years ago. Sukhen Sahtis had an insatiable thirst for knowledge, and he’d been obsessed with the legends of the Witch Queen, Hekata N’Gat. During his absence, Nyra had taken the opportunity to flee their home in Xanthus.

Her father had used every tool in his considerable arsenal to beat the human out of her and force her Slathian nature to grow. He’d been a monster, but now…. She tried not to imagine what secrets he might have brought back from Tho’Agoth. Hopefully, he never made it home alive.

Her tent was dusted in snow from the branches of the yew she’d pitched it beneath. Not really a tent: she’d draped an oilskin tarp over a low limb and weighted down the edges with deadfall. One good gust of wind and it would blow away. She’d paid for the tarp with the bulk of her purse—no doubt ten times what it was worth, even accounting for the percentage that would have been leeched off by Grigor Mollos, the self-appointed leader of the refugees. Back in Malfen, Mollos had been a shadowy blight on virtually every business. The wealth he’d accrued over the years was the chief source of his influence. A word from Mollos could ruin someone, but those he took a shine to benefited from his generosity. For a while.

Nyra entered beneath the tarp. Her bedroll glistened with ice crystals that must have blown in while she was performing. There was even a boot print pressed into them. One considerably larger than her own….

A meaty hand clamped over her mouth.

“Don’t make a sound.”

Nyra’s heart thumped wildly in her chest. She tried to cast one of the cantrips her father had drilled into her, a silver flash that would blind her attacker, but her streams were in disarray, either from shock or the drink.

“That’s better,” the man said. She could feel his urgent hardness digging into her thigh. “They said you was game.” He took his hand from her mouth and turned her to face him.

It was the bald man who’d been glaring at her while she sang. He gave her a bashful smile, as though they were playing a game.

“I’m done for the day,” Nyra said, despising the quaver in her voice. “Too much beer.”

“No such thing as too much beer.”

He forced her to her knees, started to fumble with the front of his britches.

Something snapped in Nyra’s mind. Her streams shuddered and whiplashed. Patterns she’d memorized as a child rushed across her inner vision. She felt a stab of pain in her skull. There was a blinding flare, a crackling fizz.

The man yelped and staggered back.

Nyra launched herself to her feet and tried to dart past him. He lashed out, caught her across the throat with his arm. She went down hard, air exploding from her lungs. Blinking furiously against flash-blindness, the man took a step toward her, then stiffened and turned around.

The Wayist priestess stood in the entrance, grey eyes glaring from beneath her cowl.

“Get lost!” the man growled, taking a lunging step toward her.

With slow deliberation, the priestess advanced.

The man stopped in his tracks. He’d seen something beneath the cowl. “You!”

The priestess’s voice when she spoke was soft and measured, little more than a rasp. “You wish to fight?”

“I don’t need help from the likes of you,” Nyra said, standing and rubbing her throat.

The bald man backed away from the priestess. “We was just having a bit of—”

The priestess cut him off with a raised hand. “Do not compound your sins.”

“Sorry,” the man said, dipping his head. “I don’t want no trouble.”

The priestess continued to study him, considering. Finally, she gave a dismissive wave of her hand, and the man hurried from the shelter.

The priestess looked Nyra up and down. “Your headscarf came off in the scuffle.”

Nyra’s hands flew to her pointed ears.

“You’re a Slathian.”

Nyra snatched up the headscarf and tied it back in place. “Half only. The better part’s human. And like I said, I don’t need your help.”

“I sought only to—”

“You’ve been stalking me,” Nyra said. “Lurking at the back during my performances.”

“My name is Sister Caelin. I… serve the Way.”

“You don’t sound too sure about that.”

“I am sure.”

“You know how rare it is to see a Wayist in Malfen?”

“I was advised not to go there.”

“I’ll bet,” Nyra said. “You can’t enter a sewer without picking up its stench.”

Sister Caelin brushed the front of her stained and crumpled robe. “It’s the sick who need a healer.”

“And you’re the one to heal us, are you?”

“For my penance.”

Nyra flinched as the priestess took a step toward her.

“I’ve a proposition for you.”

“Oh?” Nyra said, struggling to regain her composure.

“I could teach you—”

“No thanks. Besides, I thought you Wayists preached that Slathians can’t be saved.”

“You misunderstand me,” Sister Caelin said. “After what almost happened here, I’d like to teach you to fight.”

 

 




THREE

Shadrak’s attic room in the old Bagman Building was a shrine to his foster mother, Kadee, though it contained nothing she’d left behind—for there had been nothing. It was filled with things he’d made himself: charcoal sketches of Kadee; a hand-carved wooden doll; strings of beads and shells like the ones she’d made him as a child; even a pot of ocher paint such as she used to daub her skin with on the feast days of her people, the Aculi. The scent of sandalwood had long ago permeated the walls from the incense he burned in her memory. She’d mixed her own resin, whereas Shadrak’s had come from a snake-oil salesman in the east of the city, at an exorbitant price.

Shadrak got down on his knees and lifted one end of a loose floorboard, taking a clinking pouch from beneath it—his emergency stash of shekels.

Replacing the floorboard, he reached under the bed and pulled out a small wooden chest. His old thundershot was inside, wrapped in oilskin. As he uncovered the pistol, he nodded with affection. The thundershot had gotten him out of many a scrape, until it had finally run out of bullets. He snapped open the butt, and the empty cartridge dropped into his hand. He replaced it with the one he’d confiscated from the Maresman, then raised the pistol and made it buck as he pretended to fire. Chuckling to himself, he blew away imaginary smoke then tucked the thundershot in the back of his belt.

He was about to close the chest when he noticed something that had lain beneath the oilskin: the ring the Nameless Dwarf had sent him shortly after becoming King of Arnoch. Twin dragons formed the band, bodies of gold braided together, scales impossibly detailed. Where the heads met at the top of the ring, their wide open jaws held black stones veined with green. Ocras, the sorcerous ore of Aranuin.

The ring had been a gift of friendship. A mark of family. Shadrak made a fist around it.

Probably, he should have sold it. Possibly, he still could, if ever the siege came to an end and food prices dropped, freeing up money for non-essential trinkets. He imagined Kadee scalding him for even considering the idea. Gifts were sacred to her people.

He went to place the ring back in the chest, thought again, then slipped it on his finger.

***

Shadrak arrived early at the Settlers’ Graveyard and found himself a perch in the high branches of a catkin-yew. Frost dusted the leaves, red berries standing out like droplets of blood. The tree had grown straight through an ancient sarcophagus and split it in two. There was a chill in the air, and a bank of swollen clouds was rolling in from the north. There would be snow soon.

He didn’t have to wait long before he spotted a toga-clad senator making his way across the graveyard, an armored man trailing him. As they approached a crypt near his tree, Shadrak could see it was Dudley, the appeaser. The man with him wore the horned helm and splinted armor of Illius, round shield strapped to one arm, broadsword sheathed at his hip. Dudley took out some papers, leaned against an iron railing flakey with rust, and started to read.

Shadrak pulled the thundershot from the back of his belt and took practice shots at the two of them. Dead before they knew it, if that had been his intention. He returned the pistol to his belt and dropped lightly from the tree.

Dudley jumped, but the armored man merely glared down at Shadrak with dark eyes—almost black, as if the pupils had swallowed the irises. A waft of something putrid struck Shadrak’s nostrils.

“The promised contract,” Dudley said, handing the papers to Shadrak, along with one of the new-fangled pens that were the latest fad to come out of Jeridium’s Academy. Barely a month went by without some new commodity based on the first settlers’ accounts of life in Ancient Vanatus being released to the public. The Principal had to be a genius. Under his tenure, the Academy had gone from rags to riches, though the siege had probably put and end to that by now. “Sign here… and here. The top copy is yours.”

“Huh,” Shadrak said, making his mark where indicated. “I should probably get my lawyer to look them over first.” Not that he had a lawyer anymore. Hilan Quesné had been an asset for the Night Hawks when Shadrak was boss, but Quesné had been an old man even then. He’d been dead for almost two centuries.

“If only we had the luxury of time,” Dudley said with a sigh.

“You’re clutching at straws, mate, if you think Nameless can fix this.”

“The dwarves will have him back,” Dudley said. “I don’t expect you to understand, but as a politician I know things.”

“Like the best whorehouses in town?”

“Look, Shadrak, our entire civilization is at stake. It’s a slender hope, but if the Nameless Dwarf can end this civil war, the dwarves will have no reason to attack Jeridium. Now, allow me to introduce Baris Lund.” He indicated the armored warrior. “Likes to be known as Reaper.”

“I like to be known as Dragon Balls,” Shadrak said, “but it don’t mean anyone calls me that.”

“Reaper”—Dudley emphasized the moniker by rolling the “R”—“will accompany you.”

“Like shog he will.”

“It wasn’t a request. Indeed, if you’d care to look at the contract you just signed, you will see that clause 23a, paragraph—”

“Does the Laird of Illius know you’re working for the Senate?” Shadrak asked Reaper. The Laird, Darik Gan, had long seen himself as a check on Jeridium’s power in the region. It was unthinkable that he’d send one of his men to aid his greatest rival.

The warrior didn’t answer, just stared with lifeless eyes.

“You know what?” Shadrak said to Dudley. “I’m having second thoughts.”

“You must go,” Dudley said.

“Because I used to know Nameless.” Shadrak twisted the ring on his finger, realized he was doing it and stopped.

“And I’m sure you could use the money we’re paying you,” Dudley said.

“You ain’t wrong there. For ten thousand shekels, I’d rut with a goat. Maybe even your mother.”

“My mother is dead.”

“Doesn’t have to be a deal breaker.”

With measured calm, Dudley said, “You’ve signed the contract. There’s nothing more to be discussed.”

“Unless you don’t pay up,” Shadrak muttered.

“Now,” Dudley said, “as a former guildsman, you are no doubt aware of the tunnels beneath some of these crypts.”

Shadrak nodded. “Used them for smuggling, till they were sealed up by order of the Senate.”

“Well, this one has been unsealed.”

***

The inside of the crypt was a crumbling ruin. Someone or something had opened the sarcophagus in the center of the burial chamber, leaving the shattered fragments of the lid strewn across the floor. Graffiti defaced the flaking frescoes on the walls.

“Is that…?” Shadrak asked, squinting at what looked like a crude picture of a cock and balls.

“Pay no heed,” Dudley said. “A while back the crypt gained popularity as a meeting place for undesirables. We soon put an end to that.”

Shadrak raised an eyebrow. “Is this where you two met?” He nudged Reaper and got no response.

Behind the sarcophagus was a pit, at the bottom of which was the mouth of the tunnel.

Shadrak dropped down into the pit, Reaper landing beside him with a hefty thud. Again, that stench coming off the Illian: bad meat.

“The far end is trapped with sorcery,” Dudley warned.

“Like the secret meeting room of your Select Committee?”

“Really trapped. We can’t risk the enemy getting in this way. You’ll need the password to disarm it. I should write it down for you.”

“Just tell me,” Shadrak said, tapping his temple. “I won’t forget.”

“Wolfmalen.”

“The Lich Lord’s castle in Verusia?”

“I thought it would stick in your mind.”

Shadrak cracked his neck. One of the problems of a perfect memory was that horrors from the past, no matter how far back in time, never faded in the slightest. “With a mind like mine, mate,” he said, “everything sticks, so how about we change it?”

But Dudley was gone.

***

At the top of a sheer incline, a shimmering mesh of lightning sparked and crackled across the tunnel’s exit.

“The password, if you please,” a soft, congenial voice said. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

“Wolfmalen,” Shadrak grumbled, and the lightning mesh vanished.

He emerged from the tunnel into a dark and dusty chamber. A chill brushed across the back of his neck, and he glanced behind to see the armored warrior, Reaper, looming over him.

Not waiting for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, Shadrak took his goggles from a belt pouch and slipped them on. The chamber was immediately bathed in a lime-green glow. Faen lore that he’d salvaged long ago, the goggles were comprised of twin hemispheres of faceted crystal, jade in some places, emerald in others. They were set into a pliant band that secured them over his head.

Dead center of the chamber was a stone plinth, atop which was a brass plaque engraved with cursive script. A quick scan told Shadrak it was a potted biography of the Nameless Dwarf, and that the plaque was a monument from the people of Jeridium, thanking Nameless for his defeat of Sektis Gandaw. Just like the Senate to place the memorial outside of the city, where no one would see it.

Shadrak turned his attention to the walls of the chamber. Thick cobwebs shone green in the goggles’ vision. The bricks were crumbling and poorly mortared, put together in a hurry by unskilled laborers—certainly not dwarves. Other than that, featureless. No sign of a door.

Startling Shadrak with a sudden burst of movement, Reaper ran at the wall opposite the tunnel mouth, raised his shield, and crashed right through it. Bricks exploded outward. Rubble clattered down amid a cloud of dust, and daylight erupted from outside. Shadrak removed his goggles, blinking against the glare.

Silhouetted by sunlight, Reaper looked like some horned demon summoned from the Abyss. With a nod, he indicated for Shadrak to follow.

They exited the base of a colossal statue set amid a copse of ash trees—a statue of the Nameless Dwarf holding his axe, the Paxa Boraga, aloft. To the east, the rising suns inched their way into the heavens. To the south, the hazy spine of the Southern Crags.

Shadrak walked the perimeter of the statue’s base until he could see Jeridium half a mile away. Pitched outside the walls, the pavilions of the dwarven army surrounded the city.

Smoke plumed from a thousand breakfast fires. When Shadrak put the goggles back on and peered into the distance, the scene came into sharper focus, until he could make out dozens of dwarves around every fire, eating, drinking, taking whetstones to blades. Giant catapults were dotted throughout the encampment, and a wooden siege tower was under construction.

Aloof from the regular soldiers, he could see clutches of dwarf lords in their black ocras armor. Ferocious warriors. Merciless. But what irked Shadrak about them the most—the ones he’d met—was their arrogance, and their conviction that they were always on the side of right.

Suddenly his vision altered—the goggles showing him what he needed to see, which wasn’t always the same as what he wanted. The cookfires became blurs of red, the dwarves around them orange smudges. He picked out moving patches of crimson on the fringes of camp: dwarves wearing concealer cloaks—said to be a gift of the faen long ago. Svarks, the secret operatives of Arx Gravis. Some of them were cutting a zigzagging course toward Nameless’s monument.

“Time to go,” Shadrak said as Reaper followed him around the base. He slipped off the goggles and headed toward the cloud-capped mountains of the Southern Crags.

***

Shadrak led the way across country till they reached the foothills and Jeridium’s massive walls were but a speck behind them. Black clouds hung menacingly over the city, but up ahead the sky was a brilliant blue, aswirl with thready wisps of cloud.

Reaper’s breath misted before him, and a sheen of sweat glistened on his brow. The warrior had developed a limp some miles into their trek. Illians were renowned for their riding prowess, not their hiking.

Shadrak hung back briefly so he could slip on his goggles. As the lenses came into focus, he could see a sprawling settlement nestled in the valley between two mesas. The white peak of a huge mountain loomed in the background, head and shoulders above the rest of the range. A large body of water glimmered atop one of the mesas—a natural reservoir that had collected in a caldera. A channel had been cut into the flank of the mesa, directing the flow of water to a smaller reservoir on the edge of the settlement. There were hundreds of tent dwellings, and some of stone and wood in various stages of construction. Smoke plumed from dozens of cookfires, and he could just make out the forms of people milling about.

Their progress slowed considerably as they climbed higher into the foothills, and the air went from cool to freezing. After another hour, Shadrak was ready to drop. Two, and he couldn’t go on. When he called a halt, Reaper slumped to the ground and sat with his back against an outcrop of rock. The Illian was deathly pale, eyes vacant and staring at nothing. Only then did it occur to Shadrak that neither of them had eaten.

The suns had dipped below the peaks, leaving the foothills in a thickening darkness. He cursed the lack of kindling for a fire. The best he could do was strike a firestick and run the flame across ice-bitten fingers. Waste of shogging time. He’d obviously stolen a dud pack, as half the firesticks broke, and the rest held a flame for only a sputtering moment.

Giving up, he unwrapped a bundle of rations, took a handful of dried meat for himself and passed the rest to Reaper.

The Illian gave him a bewildered frown, then bit into a strip of jerky. “The Laird has no idea I work for the Senate,” he said as he chewed. “You asked back at the crypt. It’s best he doesn’t know. Darik Gan has a poison horn to his ear.”

“Poison horn?”

“Bad counsel. Corruption. Politics, they call it, but I say outsiders control Illius these days. Merchants and bankers came to us with promises, proposals, contracts. The Laird was taken in by them.” Reaper spat out a wad of gristle. “Reckon they beguiled him with sorcery.”

“They were from Xanthus?” The northern city was a hotbed of magic. Anyone with an iota of talent went there to learn from Slathian masters, unless they were among the privileged few accepted into Jeridium’s Academy.

Reaper shook his head. “Tho’Agoth.”

Shadrak stopped chewing. “The Grave City? Are you serious?”

“That’s what I was told.”

“Who by?”

“Someone. It doesn’t matter.”

“But the Laird knows?”

“Couldn’t get him away from the foreigners, and no one else believed me.”

“So you left.”

“He told me to go to Jeridium.”

“The Laird?”

Reaper shook his head. “Not the Laird.”

They continued their sparse meal in silence, Shadrak wondering if it was possible the Witch Queen’s reach extended so far south. And if it did, why Illius? Hekata N’Gat’s appetite was said to be for sorcerers. She baited traps for them, lured them to the Grave City and drained them dry. But the Laird and his people were rugged warriors, the kind who viewed magic with superstitious dread. No, Reaper’s assertion didn’t make any sense. The Witch Queen of Tho’Agoth would be far more likely to get her claws into Xanthus.

He watched as the Illian finished his jerky and settled back against the outcrop. Maybe Reaper had been smoking too much somnificus. That would explain the dead eyes, and the narcotic herb was known to cause fits of paranoia in some people, not to mention terrifying visions of monsters and demons—the Witch Queen would qualify as both.

Once he was sure Reaper was asleep, Shadrak lay down on the hard ground and wrapped his cloak about him.

***

Shadrak woke screaming. His nightmare dispersed like soot in the wind. All he could recall was Cordana Kilderkin’s radiant face, the day he and Nameless had arrived back from the death world of Thanatos, bringing the dwarf lords home in Arnoch’s hour of need. Not long after that, Shadrak left Nameless’s side for good. A year later, Queen Cordana was dead.

His face and hands were a burning agony. He sat up, staring at his palms. Not burning, he realized. Frozen. The two smaller moons were high in the sky. By their light he could see that the black clouds had finally caught up with them. It had started to snow.

“You were dreaming,” Reaper said. The Illian was still seated against the rocky outcrop, oblivious to the dusting of snow that covered his horned helm and his shoulders. “It’s why I don’t sleep. Only way to keep the dreams at bay.”

“Bad dreams?”

Reaper nodded. “Only kind there is.”

Shadrak found himself fiddling with the ring on his finger. All he could think about was Cordy and how much Nameless had loved her. Rumor was, something horrific had happened, but with the dwarves once more withdrawing from the outside world after Nameless’s abdication—until now—no one had been able to piece it all together.

Nameless’s suffering must have been unimaginable. To lose his wife, his queen. To give up the throne he’d earned through blood and sacrifice. To leave the people he’d lived among his whole life.

And Shadrak hadn’t even attempted to find him and offer his support. What kind of friend did that make him?

He tried to pull the ring off, but it was stuck. His finger must have swollen. Either that or the ring was frozen to his skin. With a curse he gave up. He should never have put it on. He’d abandoned Nameless in his darkest hour. And now, after all these years, would the dwarf even recognize him, let alone hear him out?

“Come on,” he said, standing. “Neither of us is sleeping, and my nards are shogging freezing.”

 

 




FOUR

Naked save for her small clothes, Sister Caelin knelt on the frozen ground and scooped up snow to wash the blood from her hands. Her knuckles were sore and weeping; she’d split them punching the bald thug’s face, again and again.

She glanced at the mound of snow she’d buried his body beneath, tinged pink from all the blood. There had been a lot of it. But the bastard had it coming. Scum like that, Caelin had seen no end of them. She knew only too well what he’d have done to Nyra, sooner or later, and so she’d followed him and waited in the shadows at the edge of the copse. Just thinking about it brought on the acid burn of memories she’d worked hard to forget, memories she’d locked away in a strongbox of shame. The things they’d done to Padraig while forcing Caelin to watch…. The sweat, the grunting, the gleam of the knife.

Her throat tightened around a groan she couldn’t afford to release. She knew how weak she was. How fragile. Caelin the Cleaver had died along with Padraig, and Caelin the Wayist was porcelain riddled with cracks.

She reached for her white robe, folded neatly on the stump of a lumbered tree, then hesitated. A tic started up on her cheek, and she felt the hot sting of tears. She was a phony, a fake. Seven years a priestess, and she’d not changed a bit. Or rather, she had: she’d grown worse. At least back when she’d been honest about what she was, she’d restrained her violent nature with a soldier’s discipline. But this—what she’d done. Murder. They said the Way had a special place prepared for those who betrayed it: an eternity of unimaginable torment.

Before all else, the Way is merciful. The memory of Brother Forgil’s voice in her head was so clear, Caelin looked up, expecting to see her old mentor. There was no one there. There never was.

“Damn you, Forgil,” she muttered, tasting blood from where she’d bitten her lip. “Damn the Way!”

She shouldn’t have said that. Didn’t mean it. She was the one to blame, not the Way. But murder! The Way would forgive. Yes, the Way always did.

Caelin lost track of how long she wept, but when she stopped, she was face down in the snow, teeth chattering. She rolled over and pushed herself to her feet, rubbing her arms to get the blood flowing. Ice thawed from her bones, warmed by the inner glow now suffusing her skin. It cleansed her, same as it had on the day of her initiation. And she knew she could do better from now on. She had to do better. She studied her outstretched palms, almost expecting them to be radiant with light.

The Way hadn’t just forgiven her; she felt certain it had condoned what she’d done. What did that mean? That sometimes you had to fight? That the Way despised pacifist priests who hid behind their vows while others fought evil on their behalf?

With a last lingering look at the pink-stained snow covering the thug’s remains, Caelin traced a circle on her forehead—the circle of briars that symbolized the arduous path of the Way—then picked up her robe and slipped it on.

 

 




FIVE

What had started out as an overnight shelter in the Southern Crags was going to end up his tomb. The Nameless Dwarf had always known that. Something about the cave at the foot of a fissure reminded him of Arx Gravis, where he’d grown up. That was why he’d stayed a second night, then a third. Before he knew it an entire year had passed. One year turned into two, and after that his only measure of time was the greyness that crept inexorably into his beard.

He sat and stared at the walls as he always did, wondering whether he was already dead. He was stiff all over, set in stone. Either the light was poor, or his eyes were failing. His arse was numb from sitting so long on the rocky floor. And if he wasn’t sitting, he was lying, praying for sleep that never came, till he woke himself screaming. It sounded a lot like death. Not Witandos’s feasting hall in Gabala, perhaps, where dwarves got drunk on beer for all eternity. The other place.

He became aware of a cold wetness atop his head. A steady drip, drop, spatter. Still alive, then. Up above his fissure home it was raining.

Joints cracked as he kneaded aching legs. Blood fizzed and scraped through disused veins. After an age of agony he stood, cursing at the glass shards that stabbed beneath his kneecap.

[You’ve only yourself to blame.]

There, nestled among the empty wine bottles he’d brought up from the settlement in the foothills, a bundle of rags bound with twine. He couldn’t remember how long he’d kept her under wraps, but he was sure she’d tell him if he asked. Paxy—the Paxa Boraga. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords. The only companion he had left in the world. And even she was starting to run out of patience.

[You need to eat.]

“I do eat, lassie.”

[The dirt under your fingernails. Ear wax. That’s not enough.]

“I eat mushrooms.” They grew in the alcove where he did his business. And there was edible lichen coating the walls. Kind of edible. And he still had some leftover tubers from the last time he’d been outside, which was… a while ago.

Nameless stooped and picked up a bottle with a handwritten label, the letters smudged by a spill of red wine. “And I drink.” He upended the bottle and drained the last dregs, then screwed his face up and spat. “Worse than Ironbelly’s!”

[You said that yesterday.]

“I did?”

[And the day before. You’ve been licking out the empties for weeks.]

“That’s not good.”

[Pathetic is what it is.]

“Do you know what day it is?”

[Thrynor’s Day. And it’s the Feast of Witandos.]

“I knew it!”

[Remember the beating you took last Feast of Witandos? A year ago today you lost your pride.]

“All I lost was a fight,” Nameless growled.

After years of watching the fledgling settlement in the foothills, he’d finally sparked up the courage to go take a look for himself. Actually, if he was truthful, it was hunger that had driven him there. He’d accepted a prize fight so he could use the winnings to buy supplies. In the old days he’d been champion of the illegal bouts in Arx Gravis. It should have been easy, but time had bitten deeper than he’d ever thought possible. The beating he’d taken had been a blessing. Before that, he’d started to believe that the blood of the Exalted coursing through his veins would never let him age and die. Never let him join Cordy.

The mere thought of his wife sent his heart skittering. Over the years he’d grown adept at cutting out the memory of what had happened, but it was no simple excision. He’d not been able to selectively forget. Whole eras of his life had broken up and slipped away like melting icebergs. He sometimes caught glimpses of scenes from the past, but he’d learnt never to cling to them. One step led to another, and before he knew it he’d be back to Cordy.

“You think they’ll have beer this year?”

[You’re not going back to the settlement?]

“Have to. I’m thirsty.”

[Thought you wanted to waste away and die.]

“I do, but not of thirst.”

Nameless dropped the bottle and scooped up the bundle that contained the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. A thrill of anticipation pulsed through the bindings covering her. It swiftly died. She’d learnt a long time ago not to get her hopes up.

“You don’t have to stay, lassie.”

[Yes, I do.]

Nameless patted the bundle. It was as close as he could come to affection. The reality was, he felt nothing—besides the need for a drink.

He took a step toward the wall of the fissure. This time the pain in his knee brought tears to his eyes.

[Can you climb?]

Nameless looked up at the crooked shaft that led outside to the summit. When he was a much younger dwarf—or rather, a little less of an old one—he’d considered putting in a ladder. Shogger that he was, he’d never gotten round to it.

“Aye, I can climb.”

He slung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords across his back with the straps he’d fitted to her bindings for the purpose.

[You’re really going to fight?] She sounded anxious. No, she sounded sad.

“Have you no faith, lassie?”

Silence.

Nameless sighed.

He couldn’t blame her.

***

Palms tattered and bleeding, knees abraded, and a fist-sized knot on the back of his head from where he’d fallen, Nameless reached the lip of the fissure and just hung there, trying to catch his breath. He had no idea how much time passed before he realized his fingers were frozen.

He looked up at the cloud-packed sky. It was late in the day, and it was snowing again. He had a vague recollection of days like this from his childhood in Arx Gravis, when the plazas and interconnecting walkways sprouting up from the bed of the ravine had been frosted with white.

He felt warmth between his shoulder blades from where the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sat. It quickly burgeoned into a pleasant heat that radiated throughout his body. He tightened his grip on the rock, and with a surge of borrowed strength pulled his way over the edge to lay flat on his back in the snow.

“Thank you, lassie,” he muttered.

[If I had more to give….]

“Aye, I know. You’re a good girl.”

In some way he’d never figured out—and Paxy had never been able to explain—axe and wielder were linked. When he was strong, so was she; and when he was weak, she did her best to sustain him. Together they’d achieved the impossible. If he’d not discovered her suspended above the throne of King Arios, he’d never have survived the lost city of Arnoch. But now, after so long languishing at the bottom of the cleft, it was as if his despair had infected her.

She needed to let him go.

He shut his eyes, sighing as freezing tendrils wormed their way beneath his skin and into his bones. He willed them to be quick about it, turn his marrow to ice, clutch his heart in a frigid fist and squeeze….

Musk and honeysuckle filled his nostrils. A whiff of beer.

Her scent.

Cordy’s.

He opened his eyes onto her already evaporating specter: dress the color of summer skies, glittering eyes of sapphire, golden hair and beard braided with silver.

He reached out a hand toward her, and for a moment time stood still as she floated in the air above him, smiling sadly.

“You have to go on, my love,” she said.

After he’d failed her, she still called him “love.”

A single tear rolled from his eye, already starting to freeze as it trailed down his cheek.

And then she changed. Gone was the woman he loved, his wife, his queen. In her place stood the thing she’d become. Dead flesh peeled from bone. The stench of rot. Her mouth fell open in a wail of utter torment, teeth brown stubs, eyes pits of emptiness. With a shriek of rage, she lunged for him—

Nameless jerked upright and screamed.

And Cordy was gone.

His heart thudded against his ribcage, his breaths ragged and wheezing. He bunched his hands into fists to stop them shaking.

[You saw her again?] Paxy asked.

“Aye, lassie, I saw her.”

***

The settlement in the foothills had grown much larger in the space of a year. It even had a sign now, beside the scree path coming off the mountains: VANATUS. Someone had a sense of humor, naming it after the capital of the empire the first human settlers of Medryn-Tha had come from.

Nameless passed unnoticed through the outskirts, but when he entered the valley between two mesas that held the main town, the gravel-packed streets were bustling with activity. Last year when he’d visited there had been scarcely a few score humans, but now there were hundreds.

Buildings of wood and stone were going up all over the place. Fresh dung steamed in the streets from the horses pulling carts laden with building materials. Hunters and trappers sold pelts from canopied stalls. Farther in there were vendors hawking cured meats, lard-cakes, and even salted fish hauled overland from the Sea of Weeping.

But that smell… of bacon and woodsmoke and something nutty. Nameless looked around until he found the source: a spitted pig, dripping fat onto the smoldering logs below, and beside it a charcoal-filled cauldron topped with a pan of chestnuts. He took a step toward the pig then remembered he had no money. The woman turning the spit met his eye but quickly looked away, muttering something to the man roasting the chestnuts.

Nameless passed on by. He couldn’t blame them. He must have looked a mess. When was the last time he’d bathed, or cleaned beneath his fingernails, or run a comb through his beard? It was an effort even thinking about taking care of himself, let alone doing it.

As he made his way along streets thick with brown sludge from the recent snowfall tramped underfoot, people stopped and stared. Hadn’t they seen a dwarf before? He knew they must have, because he recognized some folk from his last visit, even waved at a few. No one waved back.

[We should leave,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said. Suddenly, her weight on Nameless’s back was a millstone dragging him down.

This wasn’t the reception he’d expected. A few jeers for his loss in the circle last year, perhaps. The odd commiserating slap on the back. But open hostility….

And then someone smiled. Beneath a simple shelter of bark woven together with dried grass, a skinny man nodded to him. That alone was odd, because the man’s eyes were milky with cataracts, and he shouldn’t have been able to see. His skin was leathery and brown, the bones beneath highlighted with white paint. Grey hair hung to his waist, wound into dreadlocks. Despite the cold, he was naked save for a loin cloth. As he watched Nameless, the old man packed the bowl of a clay pipe with herbs. Around him on the ground were vividly colored paintings on offcuts of wood. They were comprised of carefully placed dots—yellow, red, blue, and white—that formed pictures of animals, trees with interwoven branches, an ocean whirlpool, a tabletop mountain amid an ocher desert….

One picture stood out for Nameless more than the rest: an ancient hag in a black shawl. It was elaborately detailed: unkempt strands of silver hair, wrinkled face, and crimson eyes that seemed to stare at him. It looked like the embodiment of death. Not the calming presence he’d felt all these years, more a promise of rot and worms.

The old man lit his pipe and placed the stem between his lips. The pungent aroma was unmistakable: somnificus. Out of his mind, Nameless thought as he turned away. Which was about all they had in common.

When he reached the fight circle at the heart of the settlement, there were still a few snowflakes falling, but nothing like higher up in the Crags.

Last year the fight space had been all too temporary, a chalk circle drawn on the ground with standing room only for spectators. Now, it was a proper arena with tiered benches and lanterns atop poles ringing the perimeter. Aisles led to the circle from left and right, presumably for the fighters to make their entrances.

The seats were filling up fast as people—entire families—hurried back from the street vendors with food and drink. As Nameless made his way to the end of a vacant bench, a wiry man pushed past him and sat down. With a shrug, Nameless went to sit beside him, but the man said, “Someone’s sitting there.”

Nameless gave an apologetic grunt and started up toward the second tier, when a man with tattoos webbing his neck and face growled, “All the seats are taken.”

“Not this one,” someone else said.

Nameless recognized the rumbling voice, the thick accent; remembered massive fists pummeling his face.

[Uh oh,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said. [That’s—]

Rah-Vos Dar.

The Zawalian who’d beaten him in the circle last year.

The tattooed man’s face twisted into a snarl. “I said there ain’t no seats.”

“Then you are mistaken, friend.” Rah-Vos Dar stood from his bench, a crimson-skinned giant twice the height of a dwarf. He was dressed against the cold in a bearskin coat. Those same yellow eyes that had tracked Nameless’s movements in the circle were fixed on the tattooed man. Rah-Vos Dar’s jaw was still lopsided from where Nameless had broken it, his right hand curled into a permanent claw, having shattered against Nameless’s skull. It had been a good fight, by all accounts. The best of the night. But lack of food and too many sedentary years had made Nameless slow and stripped his punches of any real power. It had taken him weeks to recover.

The tattooed man clenched his fists and cursed under his breath, but he couldn’t hold Rah-Vos Dar’s gaze. Shoving his way past Nameless, he cursed under his breath as he resumed his seat.

“Please, Droom,” Rah-Vos Dar said to Nameless, “join me.”

Droom! Nameless had all but forgotten. Last year, the organizers had needed a name for him to register, so he’d borrowed his pa’s.

Nameless narrowed his eyes. “You sure we’re good?”

Rah-Vos Dar chuckled. “I hope that we are friends. And if not friends, are we not both warriors who know what it takes to clash in the circle?”

With a nod, Nameless accepted the offer and seated himself on the bench. Rah-Vos Dar sat beside him. A bitter-sweet odor exuded from the big man’s red skin. Nameless recalled the same scent from their bout. It was hard to tell if it was supposed to attract or repel. For all he knew it could have been medicinal.

“Sorry about the jaw,” Nameless said.

Rah-Vos Dar gave a goodnatured shake of his head.

“And the hand.”

“I only have myself to blame,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “I should have aimed for something vital. If we were not friends now, I would say you owe me: the fight purse is double this year, but with this”—he raised his injured hand—“I would be seriously disadvantaged.”

“Double, you say?” Nameless eyed the food stalls hungrily.

“One of the newcomers will win it,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “A barbarian from the Steppes. Taravint, his name is, though everyone calls him ‘the Terror.’”

Nameless chuckled. “I know the type.”

“No, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “you do not. For once, the moniker fits. Even in my prime, with both hands, I do not think I could have taken him.”

“You’re not doing much for my confidence, laddie.”

“You are going to fight?”

“I’m hungry.”

“Have you seen yourself lately, man? When I beat you, you were half-starved and rustier than a weatherbeaten nail. But now….” Rah-Vos Dar leaned over and squeezed Nameless’s biceps. “Stick arms. My friend, you are gaunt, wasting away. Given your skill and experience, you might make it through the early bouts, but sooner or later you will come up against the Terror. I do not think I could watch.”

[Neither could I,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said. [Maybe you should steal some food from one of the stalls while they’re not looking and slink away.]

“Lassie!” Nameless said, then put a hand over his mouth. He wasn’t alone now.

A slight frown on Rah-Vos Dar’s face showed that he’d heard. If he hadn’t been concerned earlier, he would be now. But steal? Nameless was a dwarf, one of the Exalted, a king… or at least he had been. And the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, who had once hung above the throne of Arnoch…. What was she thinking even suggesting such a thing?

“I must say,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “I was surprised to see you here, given the trouble, and only slightly less surprised these sorry-looking people haven’t strung you up by your beard.”

“Oh?”

“You mean you don’t know?” The Zawalian leaned back on the bench and let out a deep belly laugh. “Why do you think the settlement has expanded so rapidly?”

“The health benefits of crisp mountain air?”

“Refugees. Half of Medryn-Tha is at war, my friend. These are the people who were astute enough to get out while they still could. Jeridium is under siege, and there are rumors of a second army in the north. You really do not know, do you? Why do you think you had all that aggravation over a seat?”

Nameless made a show of sniffing his armpits. “I assumed…. What does war have to do with me getting a seat?”

“My friend,” Rah-Vos Dar interrupted. He closed his eyes and sighed. “I do not know how to—”

“Last call for anyone still wishing to fight!” a man bellowed from the center of the circle.

“Later,” Nameless said to Rah-Vos Dar, already out of his seat. “You can tell me after I win.”

The big man gripped his wrist. “I beg you, my friend, give the circle a miss this year. A warrior should not tarnish his glory days.”

“Tarnish! There’s still life in this old dwarf, laddie.”

“If it is food you need, I will even cook for you myself. My ancestors were from Zawalia. Cooking is in our blood.” Rah-Vos Dar patted his belly.

It was a tempting offer, and for a moment Nameless hesitated. He could feel Paxy’s hopeful warmth on his back. But he couldn’t do it. He was a dwarf, when all was said and done. And despite what Paxy said, he still had his pride.

Slapping the Zawalian on the shoulder, he started away down the tiers of seats towards the circle, which was swiftly filling up with men and women registering to fight.

“Then at least let me corner you,” Rah-Vos Dar said, hurrying after him.

 




SIX

Nameless’s first two bouts in the fight circle were quick affairs, and he made short shrift of his opponents. Knocked one out with a right to the jaw that any half-decent fighter would have seen coming a mile off. Put the other away with a takedown and an armlock finish.

Afterwards, he made his way down the aisle to the heavy curtain hung between two poles that marked the entrance to the fighters’ enclosure. Daylight was failing, and a woman started to light the lanterns set around the arena. As he slipped inside, an attendant handed him a towel to wipe the sweat from his body. For the first time, Nameless noticed how the grey hairs on his chest outnumbered the black. The towel came away streaked with the blood of his opponents, and he slung it into a linen basket.

The enclosure was heaving with the men and women still left in the tournament. Most wore the damage of their preliminary fights: red-stained bandages wound about eyes or arms; the yellowish bloom of fresh bruises. One man clutched his wrist and winced as he tried to splay his fingers. Healers worked the more serious cuts, while friends or trainers talked through what their fighters had done well and what they could do better in the next round.

Nameless called out a warning as a swarthy woman with a broken nose went to blow it. Too late. Her eyes swelled shut. She’d not fight again today.

The entrance curtain parted, letting in a gust of frigid air and the sound of the announcer’s voice as he introduced the next fight. Nameless’s opponent from his last bout entered, clutching his arm. Davon “Killer” Cobb, a cowherd from the farming communities outside Jeridium. Cobb caught Nameless’s eye and looked away.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “there’s no shame in losing. Be proud you had the courage to step into the circle and fight.”

“Losing don’t put food in my kids’ bellies,” Cobb said. “We lost everything when your lot came.”

“My lot?”

But Cobb was already walking away to one of the surgeons.

A gasp went up from the crowd outside, and someone screamed.

Nameless moved deeper into the enclosure, not wanting to be in the way when the combatants came in. By the sounds of it, one of them would be on a stretcher. The announcer was already calling the next fight.

Nameless grinned as he caught sight of Rah-Vos Dar. The Zawalian was clutching the bundled up Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his chest, brows furrowed with what looked like regret that he wasn’t fighting this year.

Paxy hadn’t said a word since the start of the first bout. Probably she was just worried, but Nameless couldn’t shake the feeling she was angry, or even ashamed that he’d been reduced to a prize fighter, and in her estimation a poor one at that. Now the thrill of combat was starting to wear off, he could feel the weight of her disapproval. Coupled with that, his hunger was back with a vengeance.

“You see that last fight, laddie?” he said to Rah-Vos Dar. “Easy money. Two down, three to go. At this rate I’ll have a full belly and a hangover come tomorrow.”

He felt a pang of guilt and glanced over at Davon Cobb, a man forced into the circle to feed his children, despite not being a fighter in heart or ability.

Rah-Vos Dar shook his head. “Skill and experience will get you so far, especially against untrained opponents. It is how you do against someone who can stand with you and trade that has me worried.”

“Worried! Laddie, I’m a dwarf. Fighting’s in my blood.”

“Then fight smart, conserve your energy, and for Ush-Gog’s sake keep your guard up.”

“Ush-Gog?”

“The god of my Zawalian ancestors. No one believes in him these days, but it is still a name to curse by.”

“Maybe I’ll make him the patron of my defense.”

“I am being serious,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “You are not a young man anymore.”

Nameless sighed. “Did you have to go and spoil it for me? I’ve not had this much fun in… well, since last year. Until you went and ruined that as well.”

Rah-Vos Dar chuckled. “You have spirit, my friend, but little sense. You are a year older now, and you have lost even more weight. Like I said, skill will get you so far, but how do you think you will fare against a beast like the Terror?”

Nameless had sat beside Rah-Vos Dar to watch Taravint’s first two fights. Normally, he liked to comment on the action, talk about the weaknesses he would exploit, but he’d been speechless. The barbarian was brutal, efficient, and ruthless.

Discreetly, he studied Taravint, who was standing by himself off to one side of the enclosure. There was a permanent sneer etched on the barbarian’s face, and his almond-shaped eyes glinted with disdain as he took in his potential opponents. A huge man, broad-shouldered and thickly muscled, Taravint had the sun-blushed complexion of someone who spent most of his time outdoors. There wasn’t a mark on him from his two bouts. Even his thick mane of black hair was unruffled. But both his opponents had been savagely beaten. One of them might not walk again, and the other would be lucky to see out the night.

“Oh, don’t worry about the Terror,” Nameless said, more to convince himself than Rah-Vos Dar. “I’ve faced worse and won. Last year was an exception.”

“No, it was not,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “You are on a slippery slope, my friend. It only gets worse from now on in, not better.”

“At least pretend to be an optimist.” Nameless tapped the side of his head. “You may be right, but if I believe you are, I’m done before I set foot in the circle.”

“I will not lie to you,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Listen to me, please. Withdraw.”

Taravint’s gaze fell on Nameless for an instant. The barbarian sniffed and turned away, as if an old dwarf wasn’t worth the effort of a stare down. As Taravint walked to the curtain and exited the enclosure, Nameless’s mood soured.

“How’s she doing?” he asked.

Rah-Vos Dar frowned. “The axe?”

“Still not talking to me, lassie?”

“Truly, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “I am worried about you.”

Nameless sighed and took a seat on a bench. “Aye, laddie. Well, to be honest, I’m starting to agree with you.”

Familiar darkness seeped from fissures deep within his mind, drowning him in apathy and hopelessness. Already his limbs were growing leaden, and the skin of his face began to tighten into a death mask. The voices of the trainers and fighters seemed to come from far away.

Nameless became aware of Rah-Vos Dar shaking him by the shoulders. He looked up to see the concern on the Zawalian’s face, the excitement—or was it alarm?—in his eyes.

“Next fight is about to start,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “It is the Terror.”

Nameless shrugged. “So?”

“Against you.”

Nameless’s depression snapped back to the dark spaces it had come from, and he was on his feet in a flash. “Me? But I’ve only just….” He stopped himself, not wanting to be numbered among the moaners and complainers. In a battle, a warrior didn’t get to pick and choose when to fight. No reason it should be any different here. But even so… Taravint, in the third round…. “I thought that would be the final.” A mere two silvers for each bout won, but a gold shekel for the winner, and half that for the runner up. He’d been counting on it.

“Maybe a year ago it would have been,” Rah-Vos Dar said, hefting the bundle containing the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder as he guided Nameless toward the curtain. “But it would seem, in the eyes of the organizers, your stock has gone down.”

Nameless paused to straighten his britches and roll his neck. “Stock? Down?”

“They have you as a massive underdog.”

“Do they now?” Nameless turned to take in the assembled fighters watching him with looks of relief on their faces that it wasn’t them going up against the Terror. “Any shekels you’ve not yet gambled, laddies and lassies, now’s the time.”

***

Nameless entered the arena, heartbeat a hollow thud in his ears. The spectators seated around the fight circle were strangely quiet, not cheering and jeering as he’d expected. They were more like witnesses at an execution. Despite his bravado with the other fighters, self-doubt niggled at him, reminded him how old he felt.

Taravint was already there, across the circle, squatting down on his haunches. He looked bigger somehow, thicker-set, his pectorals full and hard, neck bullish and corded with veins.

The announcer took the center, turning to take in the whole crowd as he spoke. “And now for the next bout of the third round.” He paused for the audience to cheer, but all they gave him was a muted grumble. He came to a stop facing Nameless and declaimed—for the third time today, and with no variation from his prepared script—“To my left, a dwarf from the peaks of the Southern Crags, a hermit with an iron chin and fists of stone. Runner-up at last year’s tournament: Droom the Butcher!”

One or two people in the audience laughed, where they hadn’t in the previous rounds.

Nameless cringed. He’d used the moniker in the illegal circle fights in Arx Gravis. What had he been thinking, to use it here? Intimidation, he guessed. A name to put fear in his opponents. It had worked last year, and with the first two bouts today, but now it seemed ridiculous. The smirk on Taravint’s face only reinforced the feeling.

“And to my right, his opponent,” the announcer said, “a barbarian from the eastern Steppes; a savage with thews of steel and hands that can crush stone; the undefeated winner of forty-three circle fights; the most feared warrior of his generation; the unstoppable, the invincible, the all-conquering Taravint the Terror!”

The crowd erupted into cheers. People began to stomp and chant, “Terror, Terror, Terror!”

Nameless glanced behind at Rah-Vos Dar seated in the front row, the bundle containing the Axe of the Dwarf Lords lying across his lap.

“It is not too late to pull out,” the Zawalian said. “The crowd will understand.”

“On the contrary,” a man in a fur coat and rabbit-skin hat said—one of the organizers Nameless had been introduced to when he signed up. Raddik somebody-or-other, if he remembered rightly. The man who held the purse strings. “A lot of people have money resting on this fight.”

“They do?” Nameless said.

“Predictions on how fast Taravint will finish you, in what manner, and whether you’ll make it out of the circle alive.”

“I see. Well, let’s hope they’re not disappointed.” Nameless couldn’t stand ridicule—of himself or anyone else. Not in the circle. Anyone courageous enough to fight deserved respect, and whatever the outcome, he was going to force them to respect him.

The announcer stepped out of the circle, leaving Taravint on one side, Nameless the other, and the referee, a pudgy man named Merin Hacklebury, in between them.

Hacklebury summarized the rules for them—there was only one: stop if he told them to, otherwise anything was permissible. “Ready?” he asked.

Nameless nodded.

Taravint ground his fist into his palm.

“Right, then fight!”

Taravint advanced, and Nameless moved cautiously toward the center of the circle to meet him. The barbarian threw a jab, but Nameless slipped it and landed a hook to the body. Taravint growled and countered with a looping overhand, but Nameless was already circling away to the right, and the barbarian’s fist met air. A jab to the sternum, a solid cross that Taravint rolled with, and Nameless retreated out of the pocket.

“Yes!” he heard Rah-Vos Dar shout. “Stay light on your feet. Stick and move.”

Nameless feinted a jab and stepped back. Taravint followed him and walked straight onto a right to the jaw.

“Keep moving!” Rah-Vos Dar yelled.

The crowd had woken up. There were gasps and yells of encouragement. “We’ve got a fight!” someone called out.

Taravint jabbed, and this time he connected, snapping Nameless’s head back. The barbarian missed with a right as Nameless angled away.

“Lateral movement!” Rah-Vos Dar cried.

Nameless sidestepped and threw another cross, but Taravint timed it and landed a left hook to the temple that rocked him. Nameless grinned and tried to shake it off, but Taravint caught him with a straight right, an uppercut, and an overhand that slammed him to the ground, flat on his back.

Nameless’s vision blurred and his ears rang. He tried to sit up, but Taravint dropped on top of him and elbowed him in the face. Blood streamed into Nameless’s eyes. Skull ablaze with pain, he grabbed Taravint’s arm, trapped the barbarian’s foot with his own, bridged his hips and rolled, ending up on top. The crowd roared as he hit Taravint with an elbow of his own.

The barbarian shoved him off as if he were a child, and they both stood, Nameless backing away, wiping the blood from his eyes, Taravint stalking him across the circle.

“Stay light on your feet!” Rah-Vos Dar called. “Head movement!”

Taravint’s fist cracked into Nameless’s chin, buckling his knees. A blow to the stomach winded him. He threw out a lazy jab and got punched in the mouth for the effort.

Nameless spat blood and teetered away on unsteady legs as Taravint drove him toward the benches at the edge of the circle. Someone shoved him in the back, straight into a hook that spun him round and left him reeling.

Nameless got his hands up to protect his face, but Taravint ripped an uppercut to his body that dropped him to his knees. A clubbing blow to the face, and Nameless careened to one side. This time, Taravint delivered a ferocious kick to his ribs, but Nameless blocked it with his arm. With a grunt of effort, he forced himself to his feet. Taravint’s fist slammed into his nose, splitting it wide open. White flashed inside Nameless’s skull. Then there were three Taravints spraying him with sweat and spittle. A punch to the forehead. One to the jaw. Left hook, right, and he slammed sideways to the ground.

The barbarian mounted him. Hammer fists rained down.

Something white landed beside Nameless’s head, and then the referee was pulling Taravint off of him. Someone had thrown in the towel.

“I told you not to fight.” Rah-Vos Dar’s voice was thick with emotion as he knelt down beside Nameless and helped him to sit.

“Where’s…?”

“Your axe? Right here.”

Three bundles of oilskin lay next to Rah-Vos Dar on the ground. Nameless reached for the one in the middle, felt the bindings with his fingertips. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords sighed like a disappointed parent, and he felt a trickle of energy flow from her. In response, his vision cleared enough for him to see Taravint arguing with the referee.

The barbarian jabbed a finger at Rah-Vos Dar. “You don’t decide when to stop the fight, I do!”

Rah-Vos Dar’s cheek twitched as he stood. “When were you going to stop? When he was dead?”

“You cheated me of my finish. Cheated them.” The audience had grown deathly quiet. “Make it up to me,” Taravint demanded. “You and me, Zawalian. Last year’s so-called champion against the real champion.”

“This was only round three,” Rah-Vos Dar said, turning to offer Nameless a hand up. “You still have a way to go before you can call yourself a champion.”

“Don’t turn your back on me!” Taravint roared.

“Face like yours, who can blame him?” a man called out, and Taravint spun round.

Nameless recognized the voice from somewhere—a grating rasp, every other word glottal stopped. A murmur passed through the crowd.

The man striding across the circle to confront Taravint was a midget. Hooded cloak, pale skin, pinkish eyes glittering and hard…. Nameless knew him from somewhere… a ghost from his past he couldn’t quite put his finger on. A giant followed in the tiny man’s wake—splinted armor, horned helm, round shield. A broad sword was sheathed at his hip.

The midget’s cloak fell open to reveal a baldric bristling with blades.

“No weapons in the circle,” the referee said.

“Not a problem,” the midget said, unbuckling his baldric and handing it to his massive companion. “Wait for me back there,” he said. “This won’t take long.”

And then Nameless remembered. Still alive? After all this time? But then, why wouldn’t he be? Shog only knew how long the faen lived.

“Shadrak? Laddie, is it really you?”

Ignoring Nameless, the faen advanced on Taravint. “Right, you scut. Beat on an old friend of mine when he’s half-starved and ancient, would you? What’s up, your wife not available?”

“Clear the circle,” Taravint growled at the referee. “I’m going to rip this scrawny runt’s head off.”

“Leave it, Shadrak,” Nameless said. “He beat me fair and square.”

“Fair and square, my arse. Look at you. You ain’t fit to be fighting. And it weren’t like he was gonna stop, even when you were done. No, he’s gonna get it for that, and then you and me, we need to talk.”

Shadrak ran at Taravint, who slung out a kick. Shadrak dived, rolled, and came up swinging….

But Nameless had moved too. Faster than he should have been able to, given his condition. Faster than should have been possible. He felt a quickening in his veins, the acid burn of his Exalted blood rousing from its slumber. Why hadn’t it come to his aid when Taravint was beating him to a pulp? He caught Shadrak’s wrist in an iron grip.

“I said no.”

Shadrak’s mouth hung open with shock. The faen was fast, but not that fast. Shadrak had seen Nameless touched by the blood before, but he’d clearly not expected to again.

“Stay out of it, dwarf,” Taravint said, brandishing his fist. “Or you’ll get more of this.”

Nameless let go of Shadrak’s wrist and squared up to the barbarian. “No, laddie, I will not.”

Warring emotions played across Taravint’s face, but he’d recognized the change that had come over Nameless. It made him hesitate.

Judging the moment to be right, Nameless extended a hand. “Congratulations on your victory, Taravint. You deserved it.”

Slowly, Taravint reached out his hand and took Nameless’s. He shook, grunted something, and walked away towards the enclosure. The crowd remained silent.

Nameless caught Rah-Vos Dar gawping at him, but the Zawalian lowered his eyes and bent down to pick up the bundle containing the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

“We need to talk,” Shadrak said again.

The vigor brought on by the surge of Exalted blood was already ebbing away. In its place Nameless felt the throb of bruises, the ache in his limbs, the stoop of old age.

“You shouldn’t have seen me like this, laddie. Shouldn’t have come, not after all this time.”

Shadrak opened his mouth to protest, but Nameless hobbled past him, down the aisle and out of the arena.

***

Nameless felt a shogger, storming off the way he had, but he’d been so…. He didn’t know what he’d been. Angry? Embarrassed? Ashamed? A great knot of emotions he couldn’t even begin to untangle. Chief among them was resentment that Shadrak hadn’t been there for him when Cordy died.

As he cleared the arena crowd, he spotted the fight organizer, Raddik, in his fur coat and rabbit-skin hat going for some refreshments at a stall. Nameless hurried after him and clamped a hand on his shoulder.

“Well, you look terrible,” Raddik said, turning to face him.

“Pay me.” The smell of sizzling sausages from the stall was torture to Nameless’s rumbling stomach. He needed to eat. Needed to buy supplies. And he needed to get back to his cleft in the mountains and lick his wounds.

“For what? For losing? I don’t think so.”

“For the two rounds I won. Two silvers for each, it said on the sign-up form. I’ll even add it up for you, if you like.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” Raddik said, counting out four coins into Nameless’s palm, shaking his head as if he were doling out charity. “But this is the last time. Fighting’s a young man’s game. The crowd needs more… zest. You understand.”

Nameless made a fist around the coins. “Aye, laddie. I do.”

As he turned away from the stall, he caught sight of Davon Cobb leaving the arena, arm in a sling, a skinny woman walking alongside him, four half-starved urchins behind.

“Davon!” Nameless called, hobbling towards them as fast as he could.

The woman glared at him and spat on the ground, the children looking on with sullen eyes.

“I want you to have this,” Nameless said, handing Davon the four coins. “For your family.”

Davon’s jaw dropped. His wife burst into tears.

As the family moved away, Rah-Vos Dar said, “That was not very bright, was it?”

The Zawalian stood a dozen paces off, with Shadrak and his companion in the horned helm.

“Too late to worry about it now,” Nameless said.

[I’m sorry.]

“Lassie?” Nameless frowned at the bundle in Rah-Vos Dar’s arms.

The Zawalian and Shadrak exchanged looks. They’d not heard the axe speak, although Shadrak would have known what was going on. He’d remember.

[For not doing more. For losing faith in you.]

“You had good reason,” Nameless muttered, all too aware Rah-Vos Dar thought he was insane.

[You gave all you had to feed that family. I thought heroes needed to be victorious in battle, stronger, faster than everyone else, but I was wrong.]

“Let me make you something to eat, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, handing Paxy’s bundle to Nameless. “I have a cabin in the shelter of one of the mesas. I will purchase some rockfish and prepare a Zawalian dish for you. When you smell those spices….”

Nameless was listening with only one ear. The old man he’d seen when he entered Vanatus was watching him from across the street. No, not him, he realized, turning back toward the arena. Watching Shadrak.

The old man held up a painting on a sliver of bark no larger than the palm of his hand. From where he was standing, Nameless couldn’t see much more than blurs of color on the wood, but Shadrak, who’d always had good eyes, swore and hurried over to take a closer look.

“You should speak with the little fellow,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “He says he has a message for you. From the Senate of Jeridium.”

“The Senate?”

“He did not tell me more than that,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “But it is not every day the Senate sends word to someone outside their political class.”

“And especially not a dwarf,” Nameless said.

“What is it about you, my friend?” Rah-Vos Dar asked. “There is much you are not telling me.”

Nameless spread his palms. “I’m just a fighter who got old. What more is there to say?” There was a whole lot more, but in his mind it existed largely as islands of disconnected events, places and persons. After all those years of isolation, wasting away in the Southern Crags, there was so little of his past he could string together into any meaningful narrative. What he did know was that the Senate of Jeridium wouldn’t seek out just anyone. Either they were looking for a hero who didn’t exist anymore, or a former king.

After a brief exchange with the old man, Shadrak returned clutching the sliver of bark.

Nameless squinted at the painting. It was the same hag made up of different colored dots he’d seen earlier.

“Nephirot,” Shadrak said. “A goddess of the Aculi, my ma’s people.”

“Kadee,” Nameless said. “Your foster mother was Kadee.”

“You remember?”

“I remember a lot of things.” Nameless tapped his head. “Sometimes. Just in no particular order. But yes, I remember Kadee. She was a good woman, and brave.”

Shadrak nodded and turned his face away. “Listen, I’ve been an—”

“What’s done is done,” Nameless said. “Now, what’s this about a message from the Senate?”

“They sent me to look for you in the Crags,” Shadrak said. “They need your help.”

“Hah! You hear that, Rah-Vos Dar? The Senate of Jeridium needs my help!”

The Zawalian glanced at Shadrak before saying, “Apparently it concerns the war.”

“Not my war.” Nameless started to walk away. “Come on, lassie,” he said to the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. “Home. I’ve a feeling I missed a drop or two of wine at the bottom of one of those bottles.”

“The dwarves of Arx Gravis came crawling out of their ravine,” Shadrak said.

Nameless stopped in his tracks and turned back round. Behind Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar, the armored giant was watching him.

Rah-Vos Dar said, “Queen Gitashan has become a conqueror. She has taken the fishing town of Portis and all the outlying settlements. Jeridium is under siege.”

An agitated thrum ran through Paxy’s wrappings. At the same time, the chill of realization clawed its way up Nameless’s spine, and for a moment he saw what he’d done, how this was indeed his war. After Cordy’s death, he’d abandoned his people. He’d been too broken to go on. Others had filled the vacuum he’d left behind.

“Queen Gitashan? Of Arx Gravis? I knew she was obsessed with repopulating the Ravine City, but this?” More to himself than anyone else, he said, “I should have hunted her down and killed her.”

It had been Gitashan who’d betrayed Cordy to the Lich Lord.

Every muscle in Nameless’s body clenched as he glimpsed the vision of himself sobbing over his wife’s desecrated body, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords buried in her ribcage.

“It ain’t just Gitashan the Senate are worried about,” Shadrak said. “There’s a second dwarven army in the north.”

“From Arnoch?”

Shadrak nodded. “Her sister.”

Of course! Thyenna must have taken the throne of Arnoch after Nameless abdicated. How could he have been so stupid? He supposed he must have unthinkingly assumed the dwarves would re-form the Council of Twelve. But that had been a system of government developed in Arx Gravis. Save for the centuries it had been submerged in the Ebon Sea, Arnoch had always had a monarch.

“This is my fault,” he said. “A king can’t just walk away. He doesn’t have the right.”

“You were king of the dwarves?” Rah-Vos Dar said. “I thought that was….” His yellow eyes widened as realization struck home. “You are not really Droom, are you?” He glanced around to make sure he wasn’t overheard then whispered, “Ush-Gog’s balls, you are the Nameless Dwarf!”

“I should have seen this coming,” Nameless said. “But with everything that happened….”

“To Cordy?” Shadrak asked.

“I’ll not speak of her, laddie. Neither will you.”

A heavy silence settled between them, punctuated by thuds and grunts from the fighters in the arena, gasps and roars from the crowd.

“There’s something else you should know,” Shadrak said. “The dwarves are using sorcery.”

Nameless scoffed. The idea was ridiculous.

Shadrak swiftly added, “There’s a Slathian with Gitashan’s army.”

“Are you shogging with me?” Nameless said. “A Slathian? What’s happened to my people? It used to be we whet our blades on the skulls of those demons. In my day I’d have….” He’d have what? The Nameless Dwarf who’d been king was a stranger to him. He remembered so little of the man he used to be. But what he did remember wasn’t very encouraging. If there was some kind of alliance between the dwarves and the Slathians, it had come about through complex political maneuvering. His instincts told him King Nameless would have tackled the problem head on, cut the Slathian down where it stood. Experience told him that would have likely made matters worse. The rule of a king wasn’t the simple affair he’d once thought it to be. Only a tyrant imposed their own will with no thought to the consequences. Opinions had to be weighed, factions kept in balance. A king couldn’t rule without consent.

“What has it done, this Slathian?”

“Not much,” Shadrak said. “Just removed the heads from innocent people and catapulted them screaming over Jeridium’s walls.”

“Screaming?”

“Still alive. Exploded on impact and set buildings on fire.”

Not just magic. Dark magic. The sort of thing the dwarves had always rejected and feared. “Something’s wrong,” Nameless said. “Something’s very wrong.”

“Wrong ain’t the half of it,” Shadrak said. “They’re saying it looks like a dwarven civil war, with Jeridium caught in the middle. Personally, I think it’s bollocks, but the Senate want you to—”

“Resume the throne of Arnoch?”

Shadrak swallowed. “Then reunite the dwarves.”

Nameless laughed. “You seriously think they would want me back, after I reneged on my responsibilities? Besides, I’m not the only Exalted left alive. Gitashan and Thyenna have the blood. With the support of the dwarf lords, they’ll not be easy to remove.”

“That’s what I meant,” Shadrak said. “Bollocks. It’s like I told the Senate: instead of trying to appease the dwarves, they should’ve sent out the legions, made a pre-emptive strike.”

“An assault on the Ravine City wouldn’t end well,” Nameless said. “And as for Arnoch….” For an instant he was back there: coronation day in the throne room, Cordy beside him robed in blue and silver. He coughed to clear his throat. “The city was badly damaged when that five-headed dragon attacked, but I ordered repairs. Arnoch is protected by ancient lore—you’ve seen, Shadrak: dragon guns and the hyaline shields. No, there were no good choices facing the Senate. They should have sought me out sooner.”

“So it’s settled, then?” Shadrak said. “You’re coming?”

Nameless frowned as he thought about that. If he did nothing, it would only be a matter of time before either Gitashan or Thyenna captured Jeridium, giving themselves control of the lands south of the Farfall Mountains. The only thing in the city’s favor was that the walls were dwarven made, a gift to the humans from Maldark the Fallen.

But if he went to Jeridium, that would set him against his own kind.

[The dwarves of old weren’t conquerors,] Paxy said. [When I served the kings of Arnoch, we fought only wars of defense against the husks. And dwarves fighting dwarves…. It makes no sense.]

“Aye, lassie, I know. None of it does.” Nameless thumped the side of his head, trying to jolt the pieces of his memory back together. A dwarven civil war…. Between siblings. Sisters who’d always had each other’s backs. What had changed? Was it the Slathian? Or was the dwarves’ newfound acceptance of sorcery merely a symptom of some deeper-seated problem that had manifested in the wake of his abdication?

Whatever it was, it didn’t alter the one thing he was certain of: he was to blame. If he’d been stronger, if he’d not walked away following Cordy’s death, none of this would have happened.

To Shadrak, he said, “I’ll come on two conditions. First, I stop off at my home in the peaks. There are things I need.”

“Fine,” Shadrak said. “What else?”

Nameless turned to face Rah-Vos Dar. “You come along.”

“Me?”

“You can help me keep my strength up with that Zawalian food you mentioned. Besides, I’m going to need people around me I can trust.”

Shadrak’s pink eyes flashed, but what did he expect?

“I am flattered,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “But trust? Outside of the fight circle, we barely know each other.”

“I know enough.”

The Zawalian clenched his jaw then looked off into the distance. “I have no family here, no commitments. Perhaps Ush-Gog is using you to kick me in the rump and set me on another course in life. But I too must collect some things before we go.”

“Then lead the way,” Nameless said, gesturing for the giant in the horned helm to go ahead with Rah-Vos Dar. He wanted to speak with Shadrak. As the giant brushed past him, a rank odor hit his nostrils.

Nameless fell into step beside Shadrak. “What’s the big fellow doing here? I thought you worked alone.”

“One of the Senators sent him along. Name’s Baris Lund. Likes to be known as Reaper.”

They shared a quick look. Almost laughed.

“Keep an eye, laddie,” Nameless said, Reaper’s stench still clinging to his nostrils. It reminded him of something, but he’d be shogged if he could remember what it was.

 

 




SEVEN

Nyra’s calves burned. She gasped for every breath. Another shuffling step to the right, and Caelin shoved her in the chest, pitching her to the snow.

“Don’t cross your feet,” the priestess growled for the umpteenth time. “If you’re off balance, you’re easier to hit and your own blows will lack power.”

“Fine,” Nyra grumbled, picking herself up and brushing off the snow.

They had found a clearing in the forest a quarter mile from the camp, where they could commence her training. Crimson Charos, the moon the dwarven skalds called the warship of Witandos, was an angry welt behind the trees.

“A fighter is built from the feet up,” Caelin said.

Nyra resumed her sideways scuttle around the square Caelin had scratched into the snow. Her breath misted in the chill night air, but she was still drenched with sweat.

“Better,” Caelin said. “Now switch.”

Nyra started to shuffle back the other way.

“And normal,” Caelin said, prompting her to walk forward, feet shoulder-width apart. “As soon as your lead foot moves, the rear one follows. On the balls, not the heels.”

Nyra missed a step, tried to correct her stance and tripped over her own feet to lie sprawling on the cold ground. Moonlight coming through the leaves dappled the front of her coat with scarlet.

“I assumed you could dance, given your trade.”

“I’m a skald,” Nyra said as she picked herself up. “I sit on bar stools, singing stories. If anyone dances, it’s the punters. Are we finished?” The sooner they got this over with, the sooner she could get back to her shelter and bed down for the night.

“We’re finished with the warmup. Now, reset your stance.” Caelin adjusted the angle of Nyra’s foot with a nudge of her boot.

Boots? Wasn’t a priestess meant to go barefoot, or wear sandals? Perhaps it was the snow. The leather was scuffed and worn, lighter bands of discoloring around the ankle, where there had presumably once been spurs.

Caelin raised Nyra’s chin. “Eyes on the target.”

“What target?”

The priestess prodded Nyra’s forehead with a finger. “Picture one. He or she is the same height as you.”

“What if they’re not?”

“Throw your jab,” Caelin said, ignoring her.

Nyra extended her arm, and Caelin grabbed the wrist, rotating it till the thumb was toward the ground. “Imagine you’re pouring water from a glass. You want to make contact with these two knuckles.”

“I do?”

“Put some torque into it.” Caelin demonstrated with a fluid motion. “Here…” She stepped behind and placed her hands on Nyra’s hips. “The power comes from the ground up, carries through the hips, torso, shoulder, and finally the arm.”

Nyra went through the movement several times, chafing at the priestess’s criticism of every last detail. But when Caelin released her hips and came to watch from the side, her cowl bobbed and she grunted with satisfaction. “Good. Snap it out. Hand back to your face. Faster. There you go.”

“Are we done now?” Nyra asked.

“A hundred jabs. Without stopping.”

“A hundred?”

Caelin tucked her hands inside her sleeves and waited expectantly.

Concentrating, so as not to forget any of the cues Caelin had taught her, Nyra eased into the exercise, hearing the priestess’s instructions in her head, nagging her, urging her to perfection. Gradually, she started to relax, flinging out jabs with confident ease. Once or twice, Caelin reminded her to keep her hands up, but in the main the priestess kept quiet. About halfway through, Nyra’s shoulder began to burn and her punches started to slow. Still she went on, counting the repetitions under her breath. At seventy-five she paused to shake some life back into her arm. She glanced at Caelin, expecting to see disapproval, but the priestess remained inscrutable beneath her cowl. Eighty-five, and she whimpered with each jab. Ninety, and she told herself it was almost over. Ninety five, and she swore. Ninety-eight, ninety-nine…

“A hundred,” she gasped, rubbing her aching shoulder.

“Take a minute’s rest,” Caelin said.

A shudder passed beneath the priestess’s robe, and Nyra realized she must be freezing. “Maybe you should move about,” she said. “Warm yourself up.”

“I will.” But Caelin continued to stand there.

Nyra massaged her burning shoulder then rolled it a few times.

“All right,” Caelin said, stepping in front of her. “Same thing, but this time I want you to punch me.” She pulled down her cowl. “In the face.”

Nyra tried to keep the shock of Caelin’s appearance from her expression, but she knew she’d failed from the slight rise of the priestess’s eyebrow. Scars all over: chin, cheeks, above both eyes. Nose broken at least once. Either side of its crooked bridge, eyes the color of snow clouds—hard eyes that glittered dangerously in the moonlight. Shaven hair, starting to grey.

“When you’re ready,” Caelin said.

“Really? You want me to hit you?”

“Really.”

Nyra forgot her technique as she flung out a tentative punch. Caelin slipped it easily.

“Again,” the priestess said.

This time Nyra threw the jab properly. Again, Caelin evaded it with the merest movement of her shoulders and head. Before the priestess could reset, Nyra punched again, and again she missed.

“You’re signposting your jab,” Caelin said.

“Oh, am I now?”

Without warning, she flung out another jab. Caelin swayed aside. Then two more in rapid succession, both missing the target. Nyra growled as she put everything she had into one almighty punch, and this time Caelin didn’t try to avoid it. Nyra’s fist smashed into the priestess’s forehead and she squealed as pain flared in her knuckles. It was like hitting a wall, and Caelin didn’t even flinch.

She rubbed her hand, scared she’d broken it. Caelin showed no concern; stood there watching, something in her eyes goading Nyra to try again. Just like Sukhen Sahtis trying to coax the sorcery out of his half-human daughter—the spiteful tricks, the humiliations.

Nyra punched the priestess square on the jaw, followed it with a right to the temple, drew back her left to strike again, but Caelin hit her in the chin, body, and cheek in a fluid combination—all solid blows but measured, enough to shock but not to hurt her. Caelin followed with an elbow to Nyra’s throat, pulled at the last instant, a kick to her thigh, and another to the sternum, this last with enough force to knock her back a step. Nyra screamed in frustration and bull-rushed the priestess. Caelin’s knee came up, straight at her face. Nyra flung her head back to avoid it, slipped in the snow, and landed heavily on her backside.

Caelin advanced to stand over her. “If your punches have nothing on them, why would your opponent give you any respect? Make them stay back. Make them think twice.”

“You hit me!” Nyra complained.

“Enjoy.” A smile cracked Caelin’s face, and she reached out a hand to help Nyra up. “One last thing before we call it a night.” The priestess turned away from Nyra, crouched beside her pack and unfastened the straps. She removed a black leather book embossed with faded gold writing.

“Is that—?”

Caelin continued to rummage in the pack. “The Book of the Way, yes.”

“Not interested,” Nyra said. “Unless I run out of rags to wipe with.”

Caelin pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle from the pack and replaced the book. She loosened the strings binding the bundle and unwrapped it to reveal a scabbarded sword no longer than her forearm. Involuntarily, Nyra took a step back.

“I thought we were just doing punching and kicking.”

Caelin nodded. “And wrestling. But not tonight. You’re already exhausted. A few gentle forms with the sword, and you’ll be done.”

Drawing the sword and dropping the scabbard in the snow, the priestess cut the air with a flurry of deft movements, then came to rest in a lunging stance with the blade extended above her head. Caelin held the pose for a few seconds then gracefully pivoted, bringing the sword down in front of her body. A moment’s hesitation, then a thrust, a slash, a switch of hands on the hilt. In a blur of movement, she advanced a step and reversed the blade, piercing some invisible foe behind. Resetting, she went through the same sequence again.

Nyra could only watch, fascinated by the easy grace, the effortless skill. She’d seen enough dancers in the taverns to know such perfection only came with thousands of hours of practice. Caelin’s was a beautiful dance. Deadly.

When the priestess came to a stop, Nyra stepped toward her, reaching out with splayed fingers to touch her scarred face. “Why did you stop fighting?”

Caelin turned away, pulling up her cowl. She rammed the sword into the snow and began to walk a slow circle around Nyra. “You now.”

The priestess’s circling unnerved Nyra. It felt predatory. She shouldn’t have pried. A woman like this—a woman clearly with a violent past—needed to be handled with caution.

Nyra snatched the sword up and hefted its weight from hand to hand. It was lighter than she’d imagined, and as far as she could tell, well balanced. Gripping the hilt with her right hand, she tried to emulate the forms Caelin had demonstrated, feeling like a fool. She glanced at the priestess, expecting derision, but Caelin wasn’t paying attention. Nyra went through the sequence three times, same as Caelin had, then offered her back the sword.

As Caelin returned the blade to its scabbard, bundled it up and put it away in her pack, she said, “A fighter must strive for perfection, even though it is never attainable.”

It was the same with music. Nyra’s human tutor, Adrios Dant, used to say practically the same thing when she had lessons as a child. She’d often wondered if Adrios had leaned toward Wayism, considering the way he spoke about the celestial music of eternity. For Adrios, that had been the unattainable goal that “real” musicians strove for with their entire being. Nyra must have been a huge disappointment to him. She’d only taken the lessons to please her mother and annoy her father. The wonder was that Sukhen Sahtis had permitted it.

“Repetition is the key,” Caelin said. “That’s how we train the body to remember. But in a real fight, when the blood’s up and everything is on the line, what was once a thing of beauty turns ugly, and the order of the forms degenerates into chaos.”

“Then what’s the point of learning them?”

“Often,” Caelin said, “the warrior left standing is the one who staves off the chaos the longest.”

“Sounds a whole lot like sorcery,” Nyra said. Her father had forced her through hours of exercises every day for years, partitioning her mind into a well and streams, the former for fomenting essence, the latter for directing it into new and practical forms. The only limits on a sorcerer’s power were the size of their well, the efficiency of their streams, and the vividness of their imagination. She was about to explain as much to Caelin, but she noticed the priestess interlace her fingers over her heart: the Wayist ward against demons. The action stung Nyra; it felt like a repudiation of her Slathian side.

Caelin must have realized, because her demeanor suddenly shifted. She was back to being concerned, gentle, wouldn’t hurt a fly. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

“Happens all the time,” Nyra said. “I don’t exactly like sorcery either, but I can’t help what I am.”

“No,” Caelin said. “None of us can.”

“My father….” Nyra balked at saying more. She couldn’t talk about Sukhen Sahtis without feeling like a helpless little girl once more.

“He was the Slathian parent?”

Nyra nodded. “He wanted that side of me to the fore.”

“I understand.”

“I don’t think you do.” She shivered and hugged herself, then laughed as Caelin did the same. She’d forgotten how cold she was. As she’d done as a child whenever she felt discomfort, she called upon the essence seeping into the ground from the roots of the surrounding trees, felt the tickle beneath her scalp as it flowed into her well. She would have taken more, if she’d been alone, but the debt in her own blood would have been greater, and Caelin would have seen when she repaid it. She reached for her mental streams, braided two of them with but a thought, felt the telltale ripple inside her head—her well releasing the newly imbibed essence, which she constrained with a simple visualization. She opened her palm, and a radiant sphere of gold sat there, giving off a gentle heat as it rotated in place.

“Not all magic is bad,” she said, holding out the sphere to Caelin.

The priestess’s eyes sparkled with reflected light, then she slapped the sphere from Nyra’s hand. “Yes, it is.”

It fizzed and smoldered in the snow before slowly melting into the air.

“The Daeg,” Caelin said, “the so-called god at the heart of Aosia, whose dreams you exploit—”

“Exploit? The essence that spills over from the Daeg’s dreams permeates all life on Aosia. How is it exploitation to give and receive what’s common to all?”

“And where do you think he came by such power?”

“His mother, the serpent goddess Etala.” That’s what most of the sagas said. Others claimed it was from Nephirot, the Old Woman of the Aculi.

“From his father!” Caelin spat. “The Deceiver, Mananoc.”

“That’s not true.”

“The Book of the Way—”

“Pious claptrap,” Nyra finished for her.

Caelin sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sorcery is against the will of the Way.”

Nyra began to feel queasy. She’d already delayed too long in repaying the debt to the trees for the essence she’d taken. “Says who? Think about it—really think, not just recite the stuff they indoctrinated you with at priestess school. Even Wayists believe that Mananoc fell from on high. Any power he brought with him was innate. If you look at it that way, sorcery is merely an overspill from the realm of the gods. How can that be a bad thing?”

“Mananoc, Witandos and their ilk are not gods,” Caelin said. “By definition there can be only one god.”

“Yours?”

The priestess spread her palms.

“If you feel so strongly about magic,” Nyra said, “why did you offer to train me? You knew what I was. Sorcery is in my blood, even when I try to deny it.”

“You deny what you are? Why?”

“I could ask you the same thing. Seriously, though, why do you want to train me? Did the Way ask you to?”

“I think so.”

“The Way doesn’t speak with you?”

Caelin chuckled. “Not so I can hear. But I asked myself what good it’s done, me telling the people of Malfen to love one another and refrain from violence. Most of them—those who didn’t flee when the dwarves came—are probably dead. Evil always thrives, the aggressor prospers. A wise man once said that all the seams of our life are sewn by the Way, that they converge in his will. I used to fight. I was good at it. Isn’t that a gift of the Way, a talent for me to use in aid of others?”

“You’re asking me?”

“I can only use the skills I have and follow the call of my heart.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

Caelin headed back toward the camp. “Then I’d better pray the Way is as forgiving as our bishops claim.”

Nyra hesitated, just long enough to prick her finger with the sewing needle she kept on her for the purpose. She squeezed her fingertip until blood beaded, then let it fall to the snow-covered ground in payment for the essence she’d stolen.

 

 




EIGHT

It was almost dusk by the time they made it out of the foothills and into the mountains. Nameless led Shadrak, Rah-Vos Dar and the giant warrior, Reaper, along snow-carpeted trails and ledges slippery with black ice. He was bruised all over, left eye swollen shut, a tender knot the size of a fist on his forehead. His jaw was numb, which caused him to grind his teeth, and his nose felt like it might be broken. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords did her best to speed his recovery, but in truth she had little left to give. In many ways Paxy was as depleted as he was, a dim reflection of her former self.

Often, Nameless had to turn back and wait for Rah-Vos Dar to keep up. The Zawalian was burdened with the bulging sack of supplies he’d brought from his cabin: preserved foodstuffs, herbs and spices, a dog-eared book, an iron-studded club—which he claimed was a family heirloom from his ancestral land of Zawalia—and a rolled up toolkit. What he needed a toolkit for was anyone’s guess, but Nameless had to wonder if Rah-Vos Dar was in the same line of work as Shadrak.

Reaper came next, slipping several times on the ice, but to his credit picking himself up and soldiering on without complaint.

Shadrak brought up the rear. The assassin looked sullen, as if he were put out by having to waste time in the mountains when he could be halfway to Jeridium by now. No doubt he was in a hurry to get paid for his mission.

Bypassing the fissure that had been his home for so many years, Nameless took his companions on a detour. If he was going to make it on foot to Jeridium, he needed to regain his strength, shock his Exalted blood into speeding his recovery; and he thought he knew just how to do it.

He left the others in a sheltered gulley below the summit, promising to return shortly.

***

The summit was a caldera caused by a volcanic eruption long before there were written records. The basin was filled to the brim with crystal-clear water—a lake of snow melted by the lava vents that riddled the Southern Crags.

Nameless set Paxy’s bundle down on the edge of the lake and began to strip off his clothes.

[You’re not going in?]

“Have to, lassie, if I’m going to be of any use.” He wrinkled his nose at his stained and worn clothing. He was beginning to wonder if the stench of rot had come from him rather than Reaper. “Why didn’t you tell me I was such a mess?”

[I did, frequently.]

“I was starting to think you’d stopped caring.” Nameless dipped his toe in the freezing water.

[I might have despaired,] Paxy said, [but I never stopped caring. Every day I prayed for a miracle.]

“Well, maybe for once Witandos answered.”

He looked grimly at the water. For the longest time, he’d not known how to swim. Rabnar the Red had taught him as they sailed the Sea of Weeping together after Cordy’s death. But the fear of drowning had never left him.

Before he could change his mind, Nameless jumped in. The shock of submersion spun his mind into blackness. For an instant, there was nothing: no sensations, no feelings, no thoughts. Then the terrible awareness of oblivion blossomed within him. It was a vision of futility, of emptiness devoid of hope. A flash of light in the blackness, and he realized he was drowning. His heart boomed in his head. The light he’d seen settled into a flickering spark of silver within him. He watched it, spellbound, as it winked faster and faster, his heart galloping to keep up, his lungs a shredded agony, screaming for air.

And then the spark exploded, hot and white and scourging.

With a gasp, Nameless broke the surface. A vise of crushing cold squeezed his chest. He flailed his arms till he found the edge of the caldera and clung on.

“Lassie,” he cried, “it’s working!” The shock of the icy water had fired his Exalted blood. Pain melted away from him. Joints loosened. He could feel the knit and weave of ligaments mending, the fade of bruises.

[Do you think I displeased him in some way?] Paxy said.

“What?”

[Witandos. In all my centuries in this world, he’s not sent me word or sign. My prayers have all gone unanswered. He has forsaken me.]

Nameless shivered in the water, the blast of Exalted blood already ebbing away. Teeth chattering, he said, “Witandos would never forsake you. You’ve just spent too long at the bottom of the fissure, brooding. We both have.”

A splash came from behind Nameless. He craned his neck to see ripples blooming in concentric circles across the surface of the lake. A dark shape moved beneath the water, coming straight at him. He tried to climb out, but a hand grabbed his ankle and pulled him under.

Nameless had the presence of mind to hold his breath as he thrashed about in panic, pulling his leg free. Through the chaos of froth and bubbles, he recognized Reaper beneath him, naked, face contorted with rage.

A flash of silver caught his eye—Reaper’s sword thrusting toward him. Nameless rolled aside, but the blade grazed his shoulder, spilling blood into the water.

A muffled boom sounded from above, followed by the phwat of something striking the lake and zipping beneath the surface. Reaper stiffened, crimson blooming from the back of his head. The sword dropped from his fingers, spinning to the bottom.

Nameless’s lungs were burning, ready to explode. He kicked for the surface. A hooded figure stood at the edge of the basin—Shadrak, smoking gun in hand, aiming at the water.

A blur of movement below made Nameless look down. A hole through the center of his head, Reaper was still swimming toward him. Shadrak fired again, and Reaper bucked at the impact but kept on coming.

Nameless swallowed water, felt it rush into his lungs. He strained for the surface, but Reaper caught his ankle again and dragged him back down. His vision grew cloudy, his movements limp and lifeless.

The waters of the lake gave way to shimmering walls of mother-of-pearl, a ceiling as expansive as the heavens, without the need for pillars to support it. Cordy was there, radiant in white, the glistening tracks of tears on her cheeks.

Nameless held out his hand, wanted so much to touch her once more….

A sharp tug on his ankle, and the vision broke up. He was still below the surface of the lake, breathing water like air. Reaper’s face beneath him was a snarling horror. Another boom from above. An answering spurt of blood, and Reaper let go.

Fingers clutched Nameless’s beard and pulled. As his head broke the surface, he coughed and spluttered. The fingers left his beard, grabbed his wrist and pulled him onto the rocky edge of the basin. Rolling onto his back, he vomited water. Rah-Vos Dar stood over him, already reaching for the iron-studded club lying in the snow.

Reaper launched himself out of the lake in a spray of water and ice. Rah-Vos Dar swung his club, crushing the warrior’s skull. Reaper swayed on the brink of the caldera, found his balance, then advanced a step.

“Move!” Rah-Vos Dar growled at Nameless. “You have to move.”

Thunder split the air, and Reaper lurched to one side. Nameless glimpsed Shadrak sprinting around the basin, pistol in hand. Rah-Vos Dar swung again, smashing Reaper’s face and breaking his neck.

And still the warrior took another step.

From the corner of his eye, Nameless saw Paxy’s oilskin bundle where he’d left it. He stretched out his hand, willing himself to move. A ripple passed through the axe’s coverings, and the bundle shifted in the snow.

Reaper surged forward, this time blocking Rah-Vos Dar’s club with an arm. Bone splintered, but Reaper cannoned into the Zawalian, bowling him over.

Shadrak fired again, and missed. The second shot hit Reaper in the shoulder as he loomed over Nameless; the third in the chest. Rah-Vos Dar was stunned, struggling to get back up, and Nameless still couldn’t muster the strength to move. As Reaper’s hand found his throat and started to squeeze, Nameless continued to strain toward the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. One touch was all he needed….

Above him, Reaper’s snarling face, drooling saliva, black eyes glaring death and hatred. Nameless couldn’t breathe. He started to spasm. Darkness—

Something whistled past his face, followed by a sickening thud, and Reaper fell back into the lake with a colossal splash.

“Ush-Gog’s balls!” Rah-Vos Dar said, staggering to his feet and staring at what it was that had struck Reaper.

Nameless propped himself up on an elbow to see for himself.

Paxy’s bundle!

He fell back on the snow, chuckling with relief. Even bound as she was, the axe had found a way.

“He ain’t dead yet!” Shadrak yelled as he switched out his gun for a pair of punch daggers.

There was a fierce thrashing in the water. A blue-tinged hand clutched the side, followed by Reaper’s shoulders and the pulpy remains of his head.

This time, Nameless was able to roll out of the way, taking Paxy with him as Reaper emerged from the water. He fumbled at the oilskin bindings, desperate to free the axe.

Shadrak leapt at Reaper, stabbing over and over with his punch daggers. Rah-Vos Dar stepped in and swung his club, and Reaper’s head flew from his body to land in the snow, teeth gnashing, eyes furiously blinking. The giant’s knees buckled, and his body careened to one side, hitting the ground with a thud and throwing up puffs of snow. Then, slowly, the teeth stopped grinding and the eyes remained open, staring at nothing.

***

Shadrak wiped his daggers clean in the snow and returned them to his baldric. He took the thundershot from the back of his belt and slid the cartridge out of the butt. Half empty. He should have switched to blades sooner. But he’d panicked, acted like an amateur. Not because he was afraid of Reaper—whatever he really was—but because he’d almost lost Nameless.

The dwarf was struggling into his soiled clothes. Much of his bruising was already fading, and the knot on his head had reduced considerably. But he was painfully thin, and it was a relief to Shadrak when he covered his nakedness.

Shadrak slapped the cartridge back into the gun. Even after all these years, and even with Nameless so diminished by age, there was something special about the dwarf, something Shadrak had never been able to put his finger on. Whatever it was, it was a quality he needed to know still existed in the world. After he’d abandoned his old friend all that time ago, there wasn’t a day went by without Shadrak taking some comfort from the fact that the Nameless Dwarf lived on, as permanent a feature of Aosia as the twin suns. But Shadrak was coming to see that he’d labored under an illusion. Nameless was long-lived, even for a dwarf, but he wasn’t immortal; he was one of the Exalted among his kind, faster, stronger, braver, but still destined to die.

“Rah-Vos Dar, no!” Nameless said, stooping to pick up the oilskin bundle that contained his axe and strapping it to his back. “Not without gloves on.”

“You think it is contagious?” Rah-Vos Dar was crouched over the headless corpse of Reaper, making an incision in the chest with a slender knife, a leather tool-pack unfurled beside him on the snow. “Or some kind of contact poison?”

“No poison I’ve ever seen,” Shadrak said, covering his mouth and nose against the smell.

Rah-Vos Dar reached into the bulging sack he’d carried all the way from Vanatus. He took out a brass bowl, placed a small block of charcoal in it and added a handful of kindling. With a firestick, he set the kindling alight and waited for the charcoal to glow red. Finally, he added a pinch of some kind of resin, which immediately gave off a pungent odor. He took the brass dish and wafted its scented smoke around Reaper’s body, then the Illian’s severed head, which lay on a patch of pinkish snow.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, brow creased with concern, “this isn’t magic, is it?”

“I am not just a circle fighter,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Among my people, I trained as a healer. The scent is purifying, and it wards off evil spirits.”

“As I thought,” Nameless grumbled. “Magic.”

“But in case it does not work,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “I will wear these.” He produced a pair of leather gloves from his sack and tugged them on. “Now, let us see what is inside.”

Reaper’s lungs were black and brittle-looking. When Rah-Vos Dar probed one with his knife, it disintegrated. He reached into the chest cavity and ripped out the heart—as black as the lungs, yet firm and coated with yellowish slime.

“The tissue is necrotic,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Say again?” Shadrak said.

“Dead. And has been for some time.”

Nameless slumped to his knees and closed his eyes.

Rah-Vos Dar fetched Reaper’s head. With a tiny saw from his tool-pack, he cut through the top of the skull. “Ah, this might explain the crudity of his attack.”

He showed Shadrak the brain, but Nameless wasn’t looking. It was coated in the same yellow slime as the heart, but crisscrossed with veins of red and black. One or two areas, though, were untouched by the toxin or infection or whatever it was.

Suddenly serious, Rah-Vos Dar turned to Nameless and said, “What is it you know, my friend?”

The dwarf opened his eyes. They were bloodshot. He fixed them on Shadrak. “It’s like what happened to Cordy.”

At Rah-Vos Dar’s inquiring look, Shadrak explained, “Once Queen of Arnoch, and Nameless’s wife.”

“I should have made the connection earlier,” Nameless said, mumbling into his beard. “There was a smell about Reaper.”

“Rot,” Shadrak said.

Nameless nodded. “It was the same with Cordy.”

A tremor started up in the dwarf’s hands. He clamped them together but only succeeded in spreading it to his arms.

Shadrak hadn’t kept up with the news of Arnoch’s king; he’d been too busy with his own concerns. But he’d later heard rumors that Cordy had been kidnapped from Arnoch, that Nameless had gone in search of her and eventually found her in the abandoned city of Arx Gravis. After that, Nameless had abdicated. He’d spent a long time at sea with the pirate Rabnar the Red and a couple of old friends. Shadrak wasn’t one of them.

“I thought I’d rescued her, Shadrak,” Nameless said. “Held her in my arms. But that’s what I was supposed to think. Cordy was… like Reaper. She tried to kill me.”

“Then what?” Shadrak asked. “What did you do?”

The dwarf’s breathing slowed then seemed to stop altogether. His eyes grew dull and unblinking.

Rah-Vos Dar spat on the ground. “It was not poison that did this.” The Zawalian watched Nameless warily as he spoke, keeping his voice low. “A potion maybe, like my ancestors concocted to make dead men walk. But Reaper’s brain: parts of it are intact, untouched by necrosis….”

Shadrak reached over and shook Nameless. “Who was it that took Cordy from Arnoch? Thyenna?”

Almost imperceptibly, Nameless shook his head.

“Gitashan?”

No response.

Every muscle in Nameless’s body was clenched. Shadrak had seen him this way before, long ago when Nameless had suffered crippling bouts of depression. Then, as now, the dwarf might as well have been carved from stone.

“Oh, for shog’s sake!” Shadrak turned away.

Rah-Vos Dar started to pack up his surgical implements. “You are wasting your time, Shadrak. His body and mind have shut down. It is a protection against past trauma. He will speak of it again when he is ready, but for now we must focus on what is in front of us, not behind.” The Zawalian crouched down in front of Nameless and lifted the dwarf’s chin. “We should collect your things, my friend, and shelter in your home for the night.”

The death mask that had settled over Nameless’s face cracked a little at that, and a glint appeared in his eye. “You’ll have to excuse the mess.”

 




NINE

With the largest of the three moons, Raphoe, filling the sky, the Southern Crags were bathed in silver. Shadrak’s mind was still buzzing with theories about what they were caught up in, rejecting each as somehow incomplete or implausible. He didn’t have enough information. As soon as they got back to Jeridium, he intended to remedy that.

Nameless led the way down from the summit, past where Reaper had dumped his armor, helm, and shield, then westward across the peaks. When they arrived at a narrow fissure, Nameless swung his legs over the edge and proceeded to climb down. As the dwarf disappeared into the darkness, he called up for Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar to follow.

It stank like a cesspit at the bottom. There were empty bottles of wine strewn all over the living space, which was a fair-sized cavern with all manner of outcroppings and openings. On a natural shelf of rock there was a long-stemmed pipe, the bowl charred black, stale tobacco inside. Beneath the shelf was a sizable woodpile, covered with cobwebs and dust. Farther along, Shadrak spotted an alcove: the source of the stench.

Rah-Vos Dar turned a slow circle. “All this wine must have cost a fortune.”

“One of the benefits of having been a king,” Nameless said. “Trinkets to sell.”

“What trinkets?” Shadrak asked.

Nameless rubbed his finger. “The Ring of Witandos, which once belonged to King Arios. I took it for my wedding band.”

“You sold your wedding ring?” Shadrak said. “For wine?”

Nameless’s eyes flashed with anger; they came to rest on the dragon ring Shadrak wore, which the dwarf had sent as a gift of friendship, of family. Without passing comment, Nameless looked away.

***

A bittersweet aroma wafted between the walls of the fissure, from the iron pan Rah-Vos Dar was stirring with a wooden spoon. Using the logs from the woodpile, the Zawalian wasted no time in getting a good fire going and unpacking his supplies.

Nameless was off rummaging about his home, looking for something or other.

While he waited to eat, Shadrak took out the bark painting of the goddess Nephirot the Aculi Cleverman had given him—for that’s what the old man was: a shaman of Kadee’s people. The Cleverman had refused payment. “Your foster mother wants you to have it,” he’d said. “Wants?” Shadrak replied. “Kadee’s dead.” The shaman had simply smiled and walked away.

The clangor of Nameless dragging a mildew-covered sack toward him roused Shadrak from his thoughts, and he returned the bark painting to one of his belt pouches.

Nameless knelt beside the sack and fumbled with the ties securing it. He reached inside and pulled out a tarnished horned helm and a chainmail hauberk, patchy with rust. Removing his coat, he tried to struggle into the armor but quickly grew frustrated.

Rah-Vos Dar took his pan from the fire and set down the spoon. “Here, let me help you.”

Within a few minutes, Nameless stood before them, an expectant look on his face. “Well? How do I look?”

“It’s missing a bunch of links,” Shadrak said.

“Links can be replaced. I’m not throwing it out. This was my pa’s armor. And this,” he said, stooping to pick up the helm and set it on his head, “was his helm.”

Nameless looked a parody of his former self. At first Shadrak couldn’t work out why that should be, but then he realized: “The mail’s too big for you.”

“It is?”

“You will grow into it,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“See?” Nameless said to Shadrak. “Rah-Vos Dar says I’ll grow into it. I’ve not been eating, laddie. It’s no wonder I’ve lost muscle. A few square meals, a bit of boulder flipping, some heavy cart pulls, and it’ll fit like it used to.”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said. “If we had time.”

“You are a cynic and a pessimist, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, starting to dish up a thick meaty broth. He passed Shadrak a steaming bowl, then handed another to Nameless. “Help yourself to a spoon and some bread.” He indicated a squat, dark loaf. “It is hard on the teeth, but not if you dip it in the broth. It is made with sprouted grains and coconut, and is unbelievably sweet.”

Shadrak grimaced at the first taste of broth, not because it was unpleasant, but because it was unusual, a blend of flavors and smells he’d not encountered before.

Nameless ripped off a hunk of bread and dragged it through his broth before popping it in his mouth. His eyes widened, and he gave Rah-Vos Dar an appreciative grunt.

The three ate in companionable silence. When Nameless finished his bowl, Rah-Vos Dar filled it again, and the dwarf polished it off as ravenously as he had the first. Shadrak left half of his. He never ate until full; it dulled his mind, slowed his reflexes. Nameless asked permission, then finished Shadrak’s bowl as well.

“I don’t suppose you have any rum-soaked shag, do you?” Nameless asked Rah-Vos Dar.

“The smoking of herbs is bad for your lungs, my friend.”

Nameless stared into the flames of the cook fire, while Rah-Vos Dar collected the bowls and took them along with his pan and utensils to a water-filled depression.

Without looking up, Nameless said, “I want you to forgive me, laddie.”

Shadrak frowned. “For what?”

“For sulking. For doubting. For not seeking you out when I gave up the throne.”

“It’s me that should apologize,” Shadrak said.

Nameless chewed the end of his mustache for a long while, considering.

“After Cordy was taken from Arnoch, Gitashan insinuated that you were behind the kidnap. She said a king should keep better friends.”

“Lying scut!” Shadrak said. “I wasn’t even there, remember?”

“I know. It was just… politics. I might have sought your help, if not for that. Maybe then I’d have found Cordy in time.”

“But Gitashan wanted to prevent that?”

Nameless studied Shadrak’s face for a while; gave the barest of shrugs. “Gitashan never really accepted me as king. She’d been bred to believe she or her sister, the only other two Exalted left alive, were destined to rule. In her mind I was the son of a simple miner.”

“But your mother….” Shadrak said. In the past Nameless had told him that Yalla had been descended from a long line of dwarf lords. It was from her that Nameless had inherited his Exalted blood.

“My ma died giving birth to me,” Nameless said. “In the eyes of some, that made her weak and me deficient.”

“And now Thyenna and Gitashan are at war with each other,” Shadrak said. “You think Thyenna knew about Gitashan’s involvement in what happened to Cordy and disapproved?”

“I doubt that’s it, else the civil war would have taken place long ago. I imagine when Thyenna made herself Queen of Arnoch, she pardoned her sister. Gitashan might have been grateful, but she would have still expected to rule. That’s probably why she returned to Arx Gravis, no doubt with a faction of loyal supporters among the dwarf lords. Did you know, after the massacre”—he didn’t say my massacre, which was an improvement on the Nameless Shadrak had known—“they said Arx Gravis was haunted?”

“And was it?”

Nameless’s jaw worked as he thought, and a tic started up beneath his eye. That alone told Shadrak something was wrong with his old friend: the Nameless Dwarf with a nervous tic! Nameless was struggling with something, wrestling over whether or not to give it voice. Before he spoke, the dwarf gave a weary sigh, and Shadrak knew at once he’d decided no to.

“Even before the slaughter,” Nameless said, “the Ravine City was oppressive. Used to drive my pa mad. But if anything’s haunted, it’s this.” He rapped the side of his head, accidentally dislodging his helm and sending it clattering to the cave floor. He picked it up and studied it, as if he could see his father, Droom, reflected in its burnished steel.

Rah-Vos Dar came back over with the washed dishes and started to pack them away. “When we get to Jeridium,” the Zawalian said, “what do you propose to do about the Senate and their connection to Reaper?”

“Leave that to me,” Shadrak said. “I’ll be making enquiries.”

“Just so you know, laddie,” Nameless muttered into the fire, still lost in his own ruminations, “Cordy was pregnant.”

 

 




TEN

War.

Always she dreamed of war. Blood everywhere, and no hands as red as hers.

Caelin awoke to the sound of raised voices outside her tent. Some way off, a horse whinnied. The clatter of armor. The grating rasp of swords being drawn.

Ducking beneath the tent-flap, she was struck by a blast of icy wind, which brought with it the scent of woodsmoke and gruel—the early morning fare of those with little left to eat. Heavy clouds were backlit by the grey cast of pre-dawn, underbellies black with the threat of more snow.

Pulling up her cowl against the bitter cold, she passed a scatter of breakfast fires, men, women, and children squatting around them with their heads down. Whatever was going on, none of them wanted to know. It was the same response to danger she’d seen time after time in Malfen: people so cowed by life that courage was a foreign word to them. Lie low, they believed, and the threat would pass them by. They were sheep, relying on the strong to protect them from the prowling wolves. And it was wolves that had descended on the camp, Caelin was sure of that. The only wonder was that the refugees had made it so far through the forest of Illius without drawing the attention of the Laird’s patrols sooner.

Nyra Sahtis emerged from beneath her tarp, clutching her mandola by the neck. The skald walked with a slight hobble. Caelin had worked her too hard, but she’d recover and grow stronger from it. It had been the same with her warriors—whoever she’d been paid to train. A soldier needed every advantage, and Caelin had prided herself on the fact that no one under her tutelage would ever lose a fight due to poor conditioning. Work hard, she used to tell her trainees, because your enemy might be working twice as hard. Generally, that wasn’t the case. Most fighters, in her experience, were lazy, relying on bravado, size, and intimidation.

Nyra caught her eye but swiftly looked away. Caelin was grateful for that; the skald was honoring their agreement not to draw attention to their relationship. If Malfen folk got wind of who Caelin was beneath her cowl—who she used to be—demands would be made of her; demands by men like Grigor Mollos. Men who wouldn’t take no for an answer. As she continued on her way, she heard the first tortured notes from the mandola as Nyra struggled to tune it.

Since Mollos’s goons had collected all the food and drink into a communal pool, the wagons that carried it had been moved to the hub of the camp. They were drawn up in a tight knot, horses tethered to nearby trunks, and they were surrounded by a cordon of hard-looking rogues—deserters, former mercenaries, the kind of men who came to Malfen when honest work dried up. Mollos was with them, clutching a twisted cane, fur cloak lending bulk to his frail frame.

An armored man sat astride a destrier in front of Mollos, leaning over the saddle pommel, sword drawn, the visor of his helm raised so he could speak.

“Why would we negotiate?” the rider was saying. “We can take whatever we want, whenever we want. And as for safe passage, I’ll spare you the trouble of asking the Laird.” He looked around disdainfully. “I doubt you could afford it.”

Caelin didn’t recognize the young man’s face, but she did the armor, and the emblazoned stag’s head on his round wooden shield.

Three mounted Illians hung back by the tree line. Deeper in the forest, she could make out dozens more soldiers and horses—and those were just the ones she could see.

Grigor Mollos’s eyes tracked Caelin as she approached.

“This is the priestess?” the Illian rider asked.

“Said the Laird would grant us safe haven,” Mollos said. He was red-faced, watching Caelin with narrowed eyes.

The rider looked behind at his men, who dutifully laughed.

“Then you don’t know Darik Gan, Wayist,” the rider said. “And I can guarantee he doesn’t know you.”

Caelin came to a halt beside Mollos. “Oh, he knows me, boy,” she said. “What are you, his whore’s bastard, given a command to appease the old man’s guilt?”

The rider stiffened and sat up straight in his saddle.

The action was underscored by a dramatic musical chord. Caelin glanced behind to see Nyra, mid-strum, watching the confrontation with a wry grin on her face. The skald began to pick out a sinister melody, gradually increasing the tempo.

“My name is Crespin Valan,” the rider said. “Remember it, but do not use it. You will address me as ‘Sir.’”

Now it was Caelin’s turn to laugh. She’d known men like this all her life. “You need to work on the intimidation,” she said. “You could do worse than take a leaf out of Darik Gan’s book. A man so much as looks at him the wrong way, he’s dead. But Darik has balls. Something tells me yours have yet to drop.”

Again, Valan looked behind at his men. This time there was no laughter. White-knuckled hands gripped sword hilts.

The young man licked his lips. “Who are you?”

Mollos was watching Caelin intently. As were his thugs. They didn’t need to know.

“Not here,” Caelin said. “Take me to the Laird.”

Valan seemed to think about it for a long while. Finally, he nodded. “You got a horse?”

Caelin shook her head.

“Then you’re going to have a long fucking walk.”

 

 




ELEVEN

Nameless leaned out over the prow of the Watchful Wake, squinting past the bowsprit—a figure of a heavily pregnant woman, crowned and robed in blue. Rabnar was right: the waters were becoming shallower. White horses indicated the edges of reefs, the bulk of which were dark patches beneath the waves.

It was no more than a sailor’s instinct that had told Rabnar they were nearing land, and he’d given the order for the sails to be furled, leaving the ship gently bobbing on the current. Crewmen with long poles tested the depths each side and yelled their findings to the steersman.

Nameless found himself hoping Rabnar was wrong. For weeks they had sailed the Sea of Weeping, always west, farther and farther from Medryn-Tha.

At first he’d been sick from the motion of the ship, but then he’d grown used to it. Somehow, being so far from civilization calmed him. And though he hadn’t been good company, he’d started to make friends among the crew, and especially with Rabnar himself, a man lusty with life, despite being in his twilight years. But he’d had little or nothing to do with the two friends who’d come with him. Nils and Ilesa had done all they could to help him save Cordy, and it hadn’t been enough.

A solitary shaft of sunlight penetrated the cloud cover, sending glimmers of silver rippling through the waves. The swell of the sea, the brine, the touch of the breeze all conspired at that moment to make Nameless feel… less dead.

“Unnatural is what it is,” Rabnar said.

Nameless looked round, but Rabnar hadn’t been talking to him.

“I think you’re right,” Nils said, looking out to sea, where a thick bank of mist had risen some two hundred yards from the prow. “See, it don’t move with the wind.”

Nameless licked his lips. His mouth was dry, the skin of his face chapped from the breeze. How long had he stood there staring past the bowsprit?

“I don’t like it,” Rabnar said, scratching the scar where his right eye had been—he claimed to have lost it to an arrow in a clash with the Aculi of the Broken Isles. Not his missing leg, though. That had been taken off at the knee by a shark the size of a horse, he said. Of course, no one believed the part about Rabnar beating the shark to death with the severed limb. He’d had it replaced by a lower leg carved from whalebone, which scraped and banged against the deck when he walked. “Turn us around!” he yelled to the helmsman. “Ready with them sails now!”

“Sorcery?” Nameless asked.

Nils had recently graduated from the Academy in Jeridium, so sorcery was his field. “Has the feel of it. But I trust the Captain’s instincts. He ain’t been wrong yet.”

“And I ain’t likely to be,” Rabnar said. “I told you there was land nearby, and now I’m telling you, they don’t want us to see it.”

“The Vanatusians?” Nameless said.

Rabnar’s face split into a gap-toothed smile, and he clapped Nameless on the shoulder. “We found it, son. We found the Empire.”

“And we’re not staying?”

Rabnar gazed out at the fog bank, even as the ship started to turn away from it. “We’ll be back, but first we need to give this mist some thought, eh, Fargin?”

Nils nodded, seemingly mesmerized by the fog. “I think I have an idea. Give us an hour alone with my notebooks and I think I can clear the fog. But I’m gonna need an energy source.”

“That’s why we brought the mice,” Rabnar said.

“Something bigger,” Nils said. “Something you may have to fish for.”

Rabnar nodded toward his harpoon stowed against the gunwale. “Consider it done.”

The flap of wings startled Nameless. He turned as a large gull landed on the deck, the air about it warping as it transformed into a black-clad woman with green eyes like a cat’s. “You’re not going to like this,” Ilesa said.

Just then, a split appeared in the fog bank, and a ship far larger than the Watchful Wake emerged, heading toward them at an impossible speed.

“By the Witch Queen’s saggy tits,” Rabnar cursed as he saw it. He glanced from Nameless to Nils, his one eye wide with shock. “How can it float?”

Nameless had no idea. The ship coming straight at them was not only gargantuan, but it had no sails, no visible means of propulsion. The hull was scabbed with brown patches, and in other places was orange with corrosion. He tugged his beard to ward off evil.

The ship was made of iron.

***

After spending the night at the bottom of the fissure, Nameless led Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar back down the mountain. Icy sludge crunched underfoot as they reached the flatlands. Heavy clouds lingered overhead, but a stiff breeze had risen, slowly nudging them eastward along the line of the Southern Crags.

Nameless tried to recall the dream that had unsettled his sleep, but the task was like a disemboweled warrior trying to stop his guts spilling out between his fingers. He knew he’d dreamed of Rabnar the Red, Ilesa Fana, and Nils Fargin, and the first time they encountered one of the iron ships of Vanatus. Dimly, he remembered Nils frantically trawling through his notes and putting an unnatural wind in the sails to speed them to safety. A lot of white mice had died that day to fuel Nils’s magic, and the young sorcerer had been sick for weeks afterward.

Anything else Nameless tried to recall was a blur of disconnected incidents.

Rabnar died at sea, in his bed, a bottle of rum in hand. He’d lived a long life for a human, and if not exactly a good one in the moral sense, it had been full of jests and songs and adventure. Nameless smiled at the impression he retained of his old friend, then wondered what had happened to Nils and Ilesa once the crew returned to Medryn-Tha and disbanded.

At some point during his ruminations, Nameless must have slowed down then come to a stop. Rah-Vos Dar backtracked to ask him what the matter was.

“Nothing,” Nameless grunted. “Just thinking.”

Shadrak waited for them, arms crossed, as they hurried to catch up. Before they reached the diminutive assassin, he set off again, shaking his head and muttering under his breath.

Nameless regretted telling Shadrak that Cordy had been pregnant when she died. Shadrak already trod on eggshells around him, and knowing the full horror of what had happened all those years ago would only make it worse.

“My friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “you are shivering. We need to get you out of the cold.”

“I’m fine, laddie. This ol’ coat might look threadbare, but it’s made from Arnochian goat hair. It’d keep me toasty even in the frigid heart of the Abyss.”

But he couldn’t deny the shivering. Reaper’s attack, his stench, and finally the autopsy Rah-Vos Dar had performed, had disinterred a whole bunch of buried memories, and Nameless could no longer suppress his last recollection of Cordy, the corpse-thing she’d become, rotting away as he held her, the contents of her womb spilling forth as her flesh putrefied: a girl, perhaps as much as four months old. He still blamed Gitashan for taking away the woman he loved beyond all else, and with the same stroke, the child he’d not even known he wanted until he held its tiny corpse in his hands.

Gitashan, in her envy, had been the one to engineer the infiltration of Arnoch and the Queen’s abduction.

***

Later in the day, the breeze developed into a gale, driving the swollen clouds out over the Sea of Weeping. The sky grew clearer the farther they trekked from the Southern Crags, turning from grey to washed-out blue.

Nameless’s knee was sore, and something ground inside the joint when he walked. He did his best to keep up, but was relieved when Rah-Vos Dar called a halt and broke out the dried rations he’d brought for the journey. Shadrak could barely contain his impatience while they ate, and he refused everything the Zawalian offered him.

By late afternoon they came in sight of a colossal statue of an armored dwarf holding an axe aloft, and behind it, the crenellated walls of Jeridium.

“What do you think?” Shadrak asked. “It’s supposed to be you.”

Everything about the statue was larger than life—even the beard. It wasn’t so much a true representation as it was the statue of some god or long-dead hero. And he supposed that’s what he was to most folk: long-dead. Forgotten.

Rah-Vos Dar let out a low chuckle. “It is a fair likeness.”

“Of Witandos, maybe.” Nameless squinted beyond the statue at the distant smudge of the army encamped outside the city. “That’s a lot of dwarves,” he said. “When I was king, we’d have been lucky to muster a force half that size. And this is just from Arx Gravis, you say?”

“You’ve been away a long time,” Shadrak said.

“Aye, that I have. A whole generation could have grown up during my absence. Maybe even two.”

If his daughter had lived, he might have been a grandfather by now.

Rah-Vos Dar set down his pack and rubbed his shoulders. “Will they know you?”

“Gitashan will. And maybe some of the older lords. But even so, they won’t be inclined to listen. Things have changed since the Council of Twelve governed Arx Gravis. Dwarf lords, especially Exalted like Gitashan and Thyenna, understand only one thing.” He reached over his shoulder to pat the bundled-up axe slung across his back.

“Well, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “just do not kill too many. It is rulers, not soldiers, who are to blame. ‘Cut off the head of the serpent,’ my people say, ‘and the body will trouble you no longer.’”

***

Nameless followed Shadrak through a breach in the base of the statue. His statue. A monument to a version of himself that no longer existed. They entered a square chamber thick with cobwebs. Rah-Vos Dar remained outside, saying he needed to relieve himself. “Fire in my water,” he grumbled as he shuffled away into the trees. “The curse of a man reduced to whoring.”

Shadrak strode towards the tunnel mouth at the far end, but Nameless paused to study the engravings on the plinth at the chamber’s center. He was two lines into an extremely embellished account of his own supposed heroics, when a dwarf materialized out of thin air. Nameless jumped half out of his skin.

“That was quick,” the dwarf said, lowering the hand crossbow he’d been aiming.

“Quick?” Nameless could see now that what he’d taken for a ghost was in fact the effect of the dwarf’s concealer cloak being thrown back to reveal dark clothes and an assortment of blades hanging from a battle harness. The Svarks—the secret Order who’d served the Council of Twelve—had been dissolved when Nameless became King of Arnoch. Apparently, now that the dwarves had moved back into Arx Gravis, Gitashan had seen fit to resurrect them.

“I only sent word to the Queen this morning,” the Svark said. “Thought it’d take a while before she sent engineers.” He looked from Nameless to Shadrak, eyes narrowing. “You are engineers, aren’t you?”

“No, laddie, we’re not.”

The Svark raised his crossbow.

“Greetings,” Rah-Vos Dar said, entering through the breach in the wall.

“What’s going on here?” the Svark demanded. “You’ve got three seconds—”

Silver flashed and the Svark yelped, dropping his crossbow, which discharged as it hit the floor. The razor star that had grazed the back of his hand clattered away. Shadrak.

The Svark went for a dagger, but froze when Nameless stepped in close.

“Don’t think I won’t kill you, laddie. I might be an old shogger to your sight, but I’ve a lifetime of slaughter behind me.”

The Svark’s eyes flitted past Nameless’s shoulder. Shadrak must have noticed, for he faded away into the gloom at the edge of the chamber. Rah-Vos Dar leaned against the wall beside the breach, taking his club from his pack.

“You expecting someone, laddie?” Nameless asked.

The Svark tried to meet his eyes but couldn’t. “No one. Just engineers. To look at the tunnel. It’s trapped, see.”

“You don’t say,” Shadrak said from the shadows.

The Svark swallowed and licked his lips. “My partner was killed.”

“Partner, eh?” Nameless said. “Just the one? In my day, the Svarks used to skulk about in threes or fours.”

“Your day? Who are you?”

“History is what I am to you, laddie. Your reaction to me will depend on which stories you’ve been told. Anything, back there?”

“Shog all,” Shadrak said, stepping into the light to show that he had his goggles on. “But nothing’s getting past me in these.”

“So, tell me….” Nameless said.

“Skyln. Duvnar Skyln.”

“What are you doing here, Duvnar Skyln? Looking for a way to sneak into the city? Is this what dwarven honor has come to?”

“It’s no dishonor to defend ourselves.”

“From what?”

“Not Jeridium,” Shadrak said. “That’s for sure, bunch of titty-suckling appeasers.”

“From Arnoch?” Nameless pressed. “From Thyenna?”

Skyln’s attention turned inwards, as if he were thinking things over, calculating what to say.

Nameless unslung the bundle from his back.

“What’s that?” Skyln asked warily.

Nameless set the bundle on the floor and stooped to unwrap it.

“It’s not my place to reveal information,” Skyln said, eyes following what Nameless was doing. “I serve at the pleasure of the Queen.”

“Then this should be interesting,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Tell me,” Nameless said, “do you know what this is?” He pulled aside Paxy’s oilskin coverings.

Skyln’s eyes bulged at sight of the twin golden blades crafted with such intricacy as to appear at once ornamental and brutally efficient. “The Axe of the Dwarf Lords!” he gasped, switching his gaze to Nameless, the spark of realization in his eyes. “You’re the Nameless Dwarf?” He dropped to one knee.

“Genuflection is always an encouraging sign,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

Nameless straightened up, leaving Paxy on the floor at his feet. “You don’t kneel before me, laddie. I gave up the throne before you were born. But something’s wrong. This war doesn’t feel right. I’m here to help.” He offered Skyln a hand up.

“They said you went away to the mountains to die.”

“And so I did, but Death is an even older man than I am. He comes for me at an arthritic’s pace, and has yet to reach the foothills.”

Skyln shook his head. “But this makes no sense. You came here seeking a way into Jeridium without first revealing yourself. How does that help the Queen?”

“You think Gitashan would welcome me with open arms?” Nameless said.

“You plan to topple her?”

“What I want is peace. Our people don’t need war with the humans. It benefits no one.”

“I doubt that is true,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “War always has its beneficiaries.”

“Bankers,” Shadrak said. “And politicians. Scuts.”

“There are other forces, behind even them,” Nameless said. “Have you forgotten Reaper and what made him that way?” Have you forgotten Cordy?

At Skyln’s confused look, Nameless said, “Later. First, answer me this: You claimed the right to self-defense for Arx Gravis, and I don’t disagree. But who is your enemy?”

“We received word Queen Thyenna had her eyes set on conquest,” Skyln said.

“Word from where?”

“A man arrived. Said he escaped from Arnoch. A Slathian.”

“And he was allowed to enter Arx Gravis?” Under the Council of Twelve, visitors were never welcome. Nameless saw no reason for that to change under Gitashan’s rule. If anything, it was likely to be worse.

“Only the dungeons,” Skyln said. “But the Queen visited him in his cell. They talked for hours. In time she came to trust the Slathian, took him as her advisor.”

“A Slathian has the Queen of Arx Gravis’s ear?” Nameless said. “Has the world gone mad?”

“Some among the Svarks wanted to do something about it, but there wasn’t enough support. Not me,” Skyln swiftly added.

“Of course not, laddie,” Nameless said. “You’re loyal to Gitashan.”

“The lords encouraged the Queen to prepare for civil war. For months the Ravine City was filled with the clangor and smoke of forges.”

“But why come here to Jeridium? Why not attack Arnoch directly?” Nameless asked.

“The Queen believes Thyenna has a strategy: that Jeridium is the key to subjugating the rest of Medryn-Tha. The defeated towns and cities would in time swell the army of Arnoch, and then it would be an easy matter to overwhelm Arx Gravis and unify the dwarves under one rule.”

“Yet your side made the first move,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Pre-emptive strike,” Shadrak said. “Sound tactic, so long as your intelligence is accurate.”

“Agreed,” Nameless said. “There are two things my Cordy said you should never trust. The first is flattery. The second is a Slathian.”

“Things were bad before he arrived,” Skyln said. “But they’re worse now.”

“Bad how?”

Skyln drew in a deep breath, eyes flitting once more toward the breach in the wall. “My pa was with the Queen when she led a force to reoccupy Arx Gravis. After I was born, we lived on the sixth level down from the top. Pa always told me never to go beyond the seventh, where the Dokon stands, the old seat of the Council of Twelve’s power. Even to this day, only the upper levels have been re-settled.

“In the early days of the reoccupation, a handful of Svarks were sent to investigate the roots of Arx Gravis. None returned. For years we’ve been calling for the army to go below and clear out anything that might have moved in during the years the city stood abandoned. The Queen won’t allow it.”

Another piece of the puzzle. Gitashan must have discovered something on her first trips to scout out the Ravine City. What if something had indeed moved into the depths of Arx Gravis during the time it stood empty? What if something banished had come back?

There was a rush of movement from behind, followed by a thud. Nameless spun round to see Shadrak crouched over a bulge on the floor that was leaking blood. Then he saw the bearded face, the razor star lodged in the throat. A second dwarf wearing a concealer cloak. So, that’s who Skyln had been waiting for.

Shadrak looked up sharply and flung another razor star. Nameless threw up a hand to protect himself, but the assassin hadn’t been aiming for him. He turned as Skyln grunted and staggered back, razor star embedded in his forehead, the dagger in his hand clattering away. Before Nameless could recover his wits, Rah-Vos Dar’s club swept down, and Skyln crumpled to the floor.

“Protect yourself at all times,” Shadrak said as he yanked his razor star free.

Nameless stared down at the dead Svark. “He was shocked to see me. Conflicted. But there was something….” He looked to Rah-Vos Dar for confirmation, but the Zawalian wouldn’t meet his gaze. Lamely, Nameless concluded, “I thought we had a connection.”

“He was biding his time,” Shadrak said. “Stringing you along till his partner showed up. Exactly what I would’ve done.”

***

Shadrak shook his head as he switched out his cloak for one of the concealer cloaks the Svarks had been wearing. He stashed the other in his backpack.

He’d never liked working with amateurs; either they had something to prove and put everyone else at risk while they got themselves killed, or they lacked the necessary experience to read a situation correctly, with the result being the same.

Nameless had always been the opposite. In the past when they’d worked together, the dwarf had shown an instinct for making the right decisions, and he’d more than proved he could handle himself in a fight. Until yesterday, when he’d lost in the circle. Until Reaper. And now he’d almost gotten himself killed by turning his back on a second-rate assassin—for that’s essentially what Duvnar Skyln had been.

Much as he didn’t want to admit it, Shadrak was seriously starting to doubt Nameless. The dwarf had lost his edge. He wasn’t so much growing old as old already. And he’d spent too much time alone, crippled with grief.

Shadrak watched as Nameless and Rah-Vos Dar dragged the two dead Svarks out through the breach in the wall and covered them with snow. He could tell by the stoop of the dwarf’s shoulders that Nameless was ashamed of his failures, and worried that whatever talents he might once have possessed had died at the bottom of the fissure he’d made his home. The Senate were going to be disappointed. And when they realized their hope in the former dwarven king was misplaced, what would their next move be? To surrender the city without a fight? To sell out the people they were meant to govern?

Shadrak turned and crossed the chamber to the tunnel mouth, where he found the charred corpse of a third Svark lying just inside.

As he inched closer to the threshold, the same congenial voice that had spoken when he left Jeridium asked for the password.

“Wolfmalen,” Shadrak said.

“Wait!” Rah-Vos Dar hurried across the chamber toward him. “You said it was trapped.”

“And I used the password,” Shadrak said. “Twat.” He went to take a step, but this time it was Nameless that stopped him.

“Shadrak, no. Hear Rah-Vos Dar out.”

“For shog’s sake,” Shadrak said, turning. “What?”

Nameless stopped to kneel beside his axe and rewrap it in the oilskin, but he kept his eyes on Shadrak as the Zawalian explained himself.

“How do you know it is the correct password?”

Shadrak rolled his eyes. “Because I used it on the way here, shogwit.”

“What if it has been changed?”

“Changed? By the Senate? Are you having a laugh? They want Nameless, remember? Otherwise why send me all the way to the Crags to find him?”

Rah-Vos Dar took a step toward him. “With Reaper.”

“Shit.” Realization hit Shadrak in the guts. Had he been so keen to get back and collect his pay, so keen to get this over with, so he could remember his old friend the way he used to be? Nameless wasn’t the only one who’d lost it. “Senator Dudley insisted I bring Reaper, and he was the one who gave me the password. Dudley’s with the appeasers on the Senate, though. It makes no sense. Why would he want Nameless dead?”

The dwarf stood and walked towards them, slinging his bundled-up axe over his shoulder. “It could be this Dudley didn’t know about Reaper. But the Shadrak I used to know would assume he did. The important thing is that some on the Senate seem to want my help, whereas others apparently do not.”

“But you’ll still come?” Shadrak said.

“Oh, I’ll come. I wouldn’t want you to lose out on your pay.”

Shadrak scowled, but Nameless was right: he would never have accepted the job without Senator Volpadine’s offer of ten thousand shekels. Shaking his head, he looked about for something he could use to trigger the trap.

“Here,” Rah-Vos Dar said, handing him a chunk of masonry he must have brought from the breach.

Shadrak threw it into the tunnel. Lightning flashed and crackled, not just in the entrance, but all the way along, as far as he could see. When it finally stopped, the charred remains of the Svark had been reduced to ash.

Nameless clapped a hand on Shadrak’s shoulder. “I feel I have been unfair to Slathians: it’s politicians you should never trust.”

“You’re not wrong there,” Shadrak said. “So, what now? Most traps I can have a crack at disarming, but this is sorcery.”

Nameless shrugged. “Then we’ll just have to find another way into the city.”

“At night?” Rah-Vos Dar said. “With the dwarven army camped outside?”

“I’ve got an idea,” Shadrak said. “But you ain’t gonna like it.”

 

 




TWELVE

The young Illian soldier, Crespin Valan, hadn’t lied about the walk Caelin faced: close to ten miles along tracks through heavy forest in the snow, the pace set by the riders. Five mounted soldiers accompanied her. The rest remained within striking distance of the refugee camp.

Caelin kept up without complaining, jogging when she had to, but for the most part walking with long easy strides. Though she’d made many mistakes when she became a priestess, she’d never given up on her daily exercise regimen. Nor had she exchanged her hard leather boots for the sandals she was expected to wear. Those facts alone should have alerted her to the truth of whether she had fully died to her former self and put on the new life of the Way; but if she needed any more convincing, she only had to think of the thug she’d buried beneath the snow, and the countless other times old darkness had sprouted new shoots within her.

From time to time, startled deer bounded away into the trees. The occasional boar looked up as the riders and Caelin passed. She saw a log cabin tucked back from the trail, rabbits and pheasants strung up beneath the porch roof.

There were Illian patrols too, who stopped briefly to exchange words with the group leading Caelin, some armored and tasked with border security, others dressed for stealth and moving swiftly on foot—gamekeepers, ensuring Illian animals went to Illian tables.

Illius had expanded in the seven years since Caelin had left the Laird’s service. It had gone from a town with hunting lands to virtually a city state, governing vast swaths of territory between Malfen and the Slathian city of Xanthus.

As they reached the shadow of the city walls, the riders dismounted and led their horses through the barbican gates. Bystanders stopped and stared, drawn to the spectacle of the white-cloaked priestess following behind. Illians had no time for a religion of peace. Mostly they shook their heads and muttered to one another, but occasionally someone would yell a curse against the Church of the Way, and one man boasted about what he’d do to a virgin priestess. Why did people so readily jump to conclusions when they saw the white robe? Caelin was far from a virgin; and if the idiot dared try to force himself on her, there’d be another pink-stained snowdrift to mark his stupidity.

It would have been different with her cowl down. Her face was once well known in Illius. They knew what to expect if they got on the wrong side of the Cleaver.

Over the clop of the horses’ hooves on the cobblestones, Caelin became aware of the clangor of hammers on anvils, the constant background din of Illius. The molten stench of the forges assaulted her nostrils as they passed the smithies. If ever a town had more armorers than Illius, Caelin had yet to find it.

Raucous laughter erupted from one of the beer halls—a two-story building with louvered windows and a gaudy sign depicting a naked woman riding a dragon. The bitter aroma of hops wafted out onto the street. From within the beer hall, the clatter of coins, the clink of glasses, the thump of tankards on tables. Screams of pleasure—the exaggerated moans of a whore—came through an open upper floor window. All around Caelin were the sights, smells and sounds of the old days, the waters in which she’d swum. But it wasn’t nostalgia she felt. If anything, it was menace. Things that had once seemed so normal now held a demonic glamor, an almost palpable threat.

The hubbub died down as they reached the steep incline at the southern end of the high street. One of the warriors slipped on black ice, breaking his fall by hanging on to his horse’s reins.

At the crest of the incline, Caelin had a clear view of the Laird’s keep atop a mound that overlooked the town and the surrounding forest. Darik Gan had once confided in her that the design was Vanatusian, based upon sketches in an ancient book on warfare Darik’s grandfather, the first Laird, had paid a small fortune for.

The keep was a marvel of engineering: curtain walls eight feet thick, not accounting for the granite buttresses projecting from their base. Above the parapet, the wide-spaces between the battlements gave room for heavy ballistae, and all six stories were riddled with embrasures.

Caelin had once considered the keep her home, but then she’d deserted the Laird, no explanation given. And the new woman she’d become wasn’t someone Darik Gan would recognize or respect.

***

The room the soldiers ushered her into was unfamiliar to Caelin: white-washed walls speckled with red, tiled floor wet from a recent mopping and giving off an astringent odor. A chopping-block table dominated the space, a plain wooden chair on either side.

“Sit,” Crespin Valan said, shoving Caelin ahead of him then backing out of the room. The iron door clanged shut, followed by the squeak of a bolt being worked home.

Removing her pack and dropping it on the floor, Caelin pulled out the chair nearest her and sat down. As she waited, she studied the spatter marks on the walls, imagining what violence had taken place in this room, what secrets had been spilled. As a trusted friend of the Laird, she’d been shielded from such practices, but things were different now.

Long minutes passed, and Caelin tried to prepare herself with prayer. She’d never mastered the spontaneous petitions the Wayists had encouraged her to make. In the mind of the warrior she’d once been, the strong didn’t ask, they took. Instead, she preferred to recite the traditional litanies by heart, a sacrifice of time and attention to the Way. Under more favorable circumstances, the practice would have brought her to a state of serenity, but here, with the suffocating smell of disinfectant in her nostrils, praying served only to fuel her rising anxiety. She shouldn’t have come here. Not after so much time, and certainly not as a priestess.

She’d barely started the second series of recitals when she heard footsteps outside the door, the screech of the bolt being snapped back.

Caelin forced herself not to look round as the door opened, followed by the clip of boots on the tiled floor—more than one person. She felt the weight of their presence as the footfalls came to a stop behind her chair.

Then someone else entered the room, walking with brisk, light steps, accompanied by the strong scent of sandalwood, intended to mask the smell of wine on his breath. For Darik Gan was a man of appearances. To his mind, a need for wine was a weakness best concealed, but not from Caelin, the only person he’d ever really trusted.

Caelin kept her eyes lowered as the Laird of Illius took the seat opposite and interlaced his fingers on the tabletop, a ring on each to represent the major families who had sworn fealty to him, one on his thumb Caelin hadn’t seen before—an iron band engraved with cuneiform script, a single dark opal at its center.

A movement to her left, and a middle-aged man stepped beside the Laird’s chair. He was dressed in a tunic and britches of charcoal grey, and there was a foreign look about him: hooked nose, dark eyes too close together, an unhealthy pallor to his skin. Cradled beneath one arm was a thick ledger, upon which tallies and figures had been etched.

“This I had to see for myself,” Darik Gan said, leaning across the table. “A Wayist with the courage to come ask me a favor, but not, it seems, to look me in the eye. Did those worms from Malfen put you up to this, force you to do their begging for them?” He leaned back in his chair. “Or is it something else?” He gestured to the blood-stained walls. “Faith wearing a bit thin in this atmosphere, perhaps?”

Caelin glanced up, shocked at the appearance of her former lover. It had only been seven years, but it wasn’t just time that aged a man. Darik had always been small of stature, but he’d projected the aura of someone twice his size. Not any longer. Now he looked wizened, frail, his black hair thinning, flecked with grey. There was a few days’ stubble on his chin, which was sliced through with a scar left by an assassin’s knife. Caelin had saved him that time, and several times since. Darik’s father hadn’t been so lucky, and neither had his grandfather.

The Laird tilted his head to one side, frowning. He’d seen something in the shadows beneath Caelin’s cowl. Something he thought he recognized. “Your face….” He snapped his fingers.

Slowly, deliberately, Caelin pulled her cowl down.

Darik’s chair scraped on the floor as he stood.

The scuff of boots came from behind Caelin. Hands gripped her shoulders.

“No,” Darik said. “Outside. All of you. Now!”

The hands released Caelin. Footsteps retreated.

“You too,” the Laird said to the man with the ledger.

“Lord,” the foreigner said, “may I remind you of our—”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

The foreigner’s cheek twitched. “As you wish.”

Caelin watched the man go, stiff-backed and seething. When the door clanged shut, she said, “Who was that?”

Darik gripped the table, a fine tremor running up his arms.

“Darik?” Caelin said.

“Don’t you Darik me! What…? How…? Why…?”

“Why did I leave?”

“Fuck that,” Darik said. “It’s enough that you left. I don’t need a reason. A person should be judged by their deeds, not their account of them. Isn’t that what you taught me?”

Caelin tried to smile, but the anger rolling off Darik wouldn’t permit it. She’d seen it from him before. Once, he’d grown rough with her, but she’d made him regret it.

“What’s this?” Darik said, indicating her robe. “Caelin the Cleaver, a fucking Wayist! No, wait…. It’s a disguise, isn’t it? Tell me I’m right.” His face lit up with something like hope. “You cunning bitch. A disguise!”

It wasn’t so far from the truth, though Caelin had only just started to realize it. “No, Darik. I….” I’m a Wayist. Was it really so hard to say? She tried once more, but the words clogged in her throat.

Darik came round the table to her. “What were you going to say? You lost your mind? You turned chicken? You betrayed me?”

“No!” Caelin said. “I didn’t… would never.”

“But you cheated, though. You at least owe me that truth. I trusted you, Caelin. You and I… we were—”

“That never changed.”

Darik studied her for a long while. He opened his lips, about to say something; closed them again.

“I was captured,” Caelin said, frowning at where this conversation was leading, where it inevitably had to go. In reality it was Padraig who’d been captured, and the threat to her new lover’s life had forced Caelin to surrender. It was a mistake she’d promised herself never to make again.

“I know.”

“You do?”

“Did you think, in spite of what you did, that I’d abandon you?” Darik drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “It took a while. Your captors covered their tracks well, but we caught up with them eventually. They were after me, Caelin. They sought to use you to get to me. Said you broke under torture. That you gave me away.”

“Then they lied.” Caelin held the Laird’s gaze unflinchingly, let him see the pain she’d endured for his sake, the far worse pain that had followed.

“That was my initial thought,” Darik said, “when we forced them to speak. Then they led us to your boyfriend’s house.”

Caelin flinched and looked away. Neither of them spoke for a long while, but at length Caelin had to say something, had to at least try to explain. “I didn’t bury Padraig.” She looked into the Laird’s eyes. “They made me watch, Darik.”

A tic started under under Darik’s eyes. “I’m sorry. Padraig was a good warrior. I once considered him a friend.”

Caelin bit her lip to stop it trembling.

“The men who did it,” the Laird said, “were spies from Ludnar. They told me you’d been broken by what they made you watch. What they did to you. Gave the impression you were dead. I killed them myself. Slowly. I had the surrounding lands searched for weeks, but there was no sign of you. You know how my mind works. I started to speculate. When we found no body, and still you didn’t come back, what was I supposed to think?”

“I couldn’t, Darik.”

“Why? Because you fucked someone else? Or were you were too proud to cry on my shoulder? You, who knew what had happened to my father and his father before him. You, the only person I’d taken into my confidence. Into my bed. Either you were dead or a traitor, but not this.” He opened his palms, a look of disgust on his face. “Caelin the Cleaver, unbeaten in the circles, trainer of armies… a Wayist? Why?”

“The spies from Ludnar spoke the truth.” She shut her eyes. Squeezed out the memories. Still there were snatches: hands holding her down. Grunting. “They broke me.”

Darik scoffed and turned away. “So, the Way is your crutch?”

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

“No, of course you don’t. You never did. Don’t think I didn’t know you looked down on me, Caelin. Oh, you did your best to disguise it, but your theories on warfare, your strategies, the subtle hints you gave me for diplomacy…. Do you know how many times I thought about having you put in your place for being so damned condescending?”

“Condescending?”

Darik pressed up so close, Caelin could smell the wine on his breath, and something else—sickly sweet. She’d smelled the same thing on the homeless and starving brought into the Wayist-run Serenity Hospital in Jeridium, where she’d served a year as an auxiliary. Either Darik was seriously ill, or he’d not been eating again. As a youth Darik had almost starved himself to death mourning his father. It was a trait that had resurfaced on occasion as a man, when he believed there were plots against him. Sometimes there were. Other times it was a paranoia that, given his family history, was perfectly understandable.

“What is it you came here to ask me, Cleaver?” And there, in an instant, Darik’s face hardened into the implacable mask he wore as the Laird of Illius.

Caelin saw the threat. Gone was the special protection of their former relationship. She was a stranger now.

“The people I’m traveling with,” she said. “The refugees from Malfen—”

“No.”

Caelin knew better than to press the point. She drew in a deep breath then pulled her cowl back up.

“It’ll take more than that to hide your reaction from me,” Darik said. “It’s in your bearing, your posture, the clenching of your fists.”

Caelin hid her hands inside the sleeves of her robe.

Darik chuckled, but there was no warmth in it. “You want us to shelter these refugees? Where would they stay? Who would feed them? Illius isn’t a charity, Caelin, you know that. Besides which, as Laird I must take into account the mood of the people. But for old time’s sake, I’ll hear you out. Persuade me.”

Caelin studied the Laird’s face, seeking some clue to his intentions. The merest glint in Darik’s eye gave it away: he was playing with her, the same as he played with enemies who fell into his hands. It was a side of the Laird that Caelin had tried her best to ignore. But turning a blind eye to cruelty, as she’d done back in the day, was as good as being complicit.

“Malfen was overrun, Darik. The people massacred.”

“These things happen in war.”

“It was an unprovoked attack. Malfen wasn’t at war.”

“You surprise me, Caelin. A great strategist like you? We’re all at war. Have been since Gitashan of Arx Gravis marched on Jeridium. And now her stumpy bitch of a sister, Thyenna, has entered the fray.”

“They were saying in Malfen that you should put an end to Illius’s rivalry with Jeridium and go to the Senate’s aid,” Caelin said. “An alliance like that—”

“And we might have done, had not the Senate’s spies already caused one of our best to defect. You remember Baris Lund? We used to call him Reaper.”

“A good man,” Caelin said. “Defected, you say? Baris was loyal to a fault.”

“Once, maybe.” A range of expressions crossed Darik’s face, his focus turned momentarily inward. “It’s not just Reaper. There are political considerations. You of all people should know how it works. A war of this scale… it’s not what it seems. The dwarves of Arx Gravis didn’t just wake up one morning and decide to attack Jeridium, and Thyenna didn’t march the army of Arnoch through the Malfen Pass on a whim. There are other powers behind the scenes. There always are.”

“What powers?” Caelin looked toward the door. “The man with the ledger…. You’ve never tolerated foreigners before.”

“A trade partner,” Darik said.

“From where? Across the Sea of Weeping? The Vanatusian Empire?”

Darik’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Tho’Agoth.” He searched out Caelin’s eyes beneath the cowl, put a finger to his lips.

“The Grave City?”

Caelin started as someone rapped three times on the door.

Darik gave her one last imploring look and whispered, “This isn’t just a power struggle among the dwarves. Shadows are coming, Caelin. Ancient shadows. Go to Jeridium. They’re going to need the Cleaver. We all are.” Then he raised his voice, saying, “No, I tell you. For the last time, these refugees are scum. Brigands. Cutthroats. The people won’t stand for it, and neither will I. Go back and tell them I want them off my lands by tomorrow morning.” He waved Caelin toward the door. “Open up!”

Caelin gave him a questioning look, but like a consummate actor, Darik already had his mask back in place.

“And don’t come back.” The Laird inclined his head, the barest curl of a smile on his lips. His eyes glistened. Playing for the crowd outside the door, Darik said, “You should be thankful to Caelin the Cleaver, Wayist. She’s the only reason you’re still alive.”

The door swung open, and Caelin stepped out into the corridor, where Crespin Valan and two of his soldiers were waiting, along with the man from Tho’Agoth.

“Escort her out of town,” Darik growled, standing in the doorway.

The foreigner narrowed his eyes, then moved to Darik’s side, watching as the soldiers led Caelin away.

 

 




THIRTEEN

Can you see him?” Rah-Vos Dar squinted into the failing light.

“Don’t fret, laddie,” Nameless said. “He’s like a child with a new toy.”

Shadrak had insisted on scouting ahead in his concealer cloak. The only sign he’d not winked out of existence was the trail of bootprints that cut a ragged line through the sludge. The assassin was taking them north, giving the dwarven army outside the city walls a wide berth.

Nameless glanced back at the monument erected by Jeridium’s Senate in gratitude for his part in the defeat of Sektis Gandaw. The statue’s exaggerated musculature seemed only to highlight the niggling doubt starting to worm away at the back of his mind. The Senate had appealed to him in the thin hope he might be able to reunite the dwarves and lead them back from the brink of a civil war that threatened to crush the human civilization caught in the middle. But Nameless was no longer the dwarf he once was. His atrophied muscles were testimony to that, as was the beating he’d taken in the circle, not only against Taravint, but last year at the hands of Rah-Vos Dar. With no crown to grant him authority, and no backing from any of the dwarf lords, how could he expect to be anything other than a laughing stock?

“This idea of Shadrak’s,” Rah-Vos Dar said, mercifully breaking Nameless’s plummeting spiral of thought, “do you have any idea what it is?”

“Only that he said we weren’t going to like it.”

The Zawalian frowned. “And you trust his judgment?”

“It was always sound in the past. It’s my own judgment that concerns me.”

“He did not fail you when Reaper attacked,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Or the Svarks.”

Nameless nodded. “Aye, son. Shadrak may be any number of things, but he’s….” The rest of the sentence clogged in his throat. The words had formed without his consent, his mind only now catching up with what he was on the verge of saying. My friend. It was both a relief and a letdown, that after all these years of blaming Shadrak for not being there in his hour of need, the reality was, they were still friends—which set Nameless to questioning exactly what that meant. To a dwarf, friendship implied loyalty… unto death.

A ripple passed across the air in front of him.

“He’s what?” Shadrak said, emerging from the backdrop of melting snow and a tree-topped hill in the near distance.

“A sneaky, eavesdropping little shogger,” Nameless said, clapping him on the shoulder.

Shadrak staggered under the blow.

“Sorry, laddie, I forgot how quickly I start to recover once everything’s working properly.”

All it had taken was immersion in icy water to trick his Exalted blood back to life. Like the rest of him, Nameless’s Exalted gifts had withered and died after years entombed in the fissure. And, of course, it didn’t hurt to have food in his belly, companions, and a growing sense of purpose.

Rah-Vos Dar chuckled. “If he had hit Taravint the Terror with half as much force, there would have been a very different outcome.”

“Thank shog he didn’t,” Shadrak said. “We’d never hear the end of it—how he’d not aged a day since his arse last warmed the throne of Arnoch. How his Exalted blood kept him young. How his dwarfhood could still keep the ladies happy.”

“The last was never in dispute,” Nameless said. Not that he’d have known. There weren’t exactly a lot of women in the peaks of the Southern Crags, and even if there had been, the only woman for him was Cordy, and he’d not betray her memory.

“Anyhow,” Shadrak said, cocking his thumb over his shoulder, “I’ve cleared the way. Atop Hangman’s Hill we’ll have the cover of trees, and—”

“Hangman’s Hill?”

“—a clear view of both the northern wall and the main bulk of the dwarven army camped outside,” Shadrak said, gritting his teeth and rolling his eyes at the interruption.

“They are not attacking on all sides?” Rah-Vos Dar asked.

“Not the dwarven way,” Nameless said. “There’ll be a thin line of carls surrounding the city, but they’ll focus their attack on one or two points. If the defenders are foolish enough to sally out from any of the other gates, the reserves on either flank can be sent to deal with them.”

“You think they will sit this out?” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Let the city starve?”

Nameless shook his head. “They don’t have time, not with Thyenna’s army on the way. And besides, where’s the glory in waiting for the populace to starve?”

“Where’s the glory in catapulting screaming heads over the battlements?” Shadrak said.

The assassin led them on, keeping to the cover of a drystone wall that marked off the boundary of pasture land still patchy with snow. Where the wall gave way to unkempt hedgerows, Nameless spotted a pair of leather boots sticking out from the brambles. Dwarven boots.

“Was that you, laddie?”

Shadrak gave a sheepish grin.

When they reached Hangman’s Hill, ribbons of red and purple from the setting suns were starting to streak the sky. At the foot of the hill they found two more dead dwarves, one with his throat slit beneath his beard, the other—a woman—face down on the frosty ground, a puncture wound above her left kidney still oozing blood.

“Seems they make good use of the hill during the daytime,” Shadrak said, setting off up the incline.

“What makes you say that?” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“You’ll see.”

There was another dead dwarf at the top, purple-faced, bulging eyes, but no sign of blood. That was the thing about Shadrak: he had a thousand and one ways of killing, and he didn’t let his skills go to waste.

“Come see this,” Shadrak said, rushing off to the south, where the hill overlooked the city.

A folding chair leaned against a tree, an empty inkwell beside it on the ground.

Shadrak bent down and picked up a discarded quill with a broken nib, then indicated the piles of scrunched-up parchment around the roots of a neighboring tree. “Observation point, I’d say.”

“Makes sense,” Nameless said. “We dwarves like a good record of our battles.”

“And yet it does not look like there has been much worthy of recording,” Rah-Vos Dar said. The Zawalian set his pack down and scanned the city walls a mere few hundred yards to the east of their vantage point. “Besides a few scorch marks, the walls are undamaged.”

Nameless approached the tree-line to see for himself. “Maldark the Fallen was the architect, and he knew how to weave ocras into his designs.”

Towers punctuated every hundred feet of the curtain walls, the stretches in between constructed of granite blocks, seamlessly mortared. Sloped buttresses skirted the base, glistening with stubborn ice. In several places, fresh earth had been piled up—the start of an offensive embankment, should it come to a full-blown assault. A handful of Jeridium’s sentries patrolled the battlements, looking out at the besieging army.

The dwarven encampment spread away from the eastern flank of Hangman’s Hill as far as Nameless could see. Hundreds upon hundreds of tents were pitched in clusters around the larger pavilions of the lords. In the few weeks they’d been in position, the dwarves had constructed some basic defenses of their own: moveable wooden palisades that shielded the foremost tents from arrows; beyond them, angled stakes set into the earth, in case of a cavalry attack from the barbican. The mangonels stood out tall as towers throughout the camp. They employed a long timber arm, held in place by skeins of tightly twisted rope pulled taut between the two sides of the frame. An enormous crane was visible a way back from the mangonels, and Nameless guessed it had played a part in their assembly.

Unhitched wagons had been parked on farmland where sheep still grazed—a fresh and ready source of food for the army. Portis, Shadrak said, had already been taken, which meant the dwarves would have no shortage of fish either.

On the levels to the west were drawn up dozens of chariots, the battle goats that pulled them tethered to stakes hammered into the earth.

“Your people are industrious,” Rah-Vos Dar said, pointing to an enclosure toward the rear of the encampment.

Inside a rope cordon, the dwarves had set up a virtual construction village. There were stacks of wooden screens covered with skins that could be dowsed with water and carried overhead. The theory was, they would protect against fire attacks from the parapet. A huge siege tower had been partially built, its base mounted upon tree-trunk rollers. The upper levels were unfinished—a timber frame covered in places with nailed on planks that provided cover for archers. By the looks of it, trees were being felled in the forest to the south-west and brought to the construction site. Planks and beams were heaped in piles within the enclave. Canopies had been set up around the perimeter, probably sheltering workbenches and tools. A lot of thought must have gone into this siege. A lot of preparation.

“What are they doing there?” Rah-Vos Dar asked, pointing to a pavilion flanked by mountains of earth.

“Undermining,” Nameless said.

Shadrak scoffed. “From so far out?”

The entrance must have been a good two hundred yards from the closest section of curtain wall.

“Safer that way,” Nameless said.

But there was something to Shadrak’s question. If the miners had started so far out, Gitashan must have been in no particular hurry at the time. Thyenna’s arrival through the Malfen Pass had come sooner than she’d expected.

Despite the late hour, dwarven men and women were starting to gather in loosely-knit groups, helping one another with their armor, fastening fur-trimmed cloaks. Their bronze helms were adorned in each family’s tradition, with spikes, ram’s horns, or metal cunningly crafted to resemble the wings of a bird. The carls, who were the mainstay of the army, each had a round wooden shield rimmed with iron and painted with their unit’s colors. The dwarf lords, though, carried shields of ocras, and some also had armor and weapons crafted from the same dark ore.

Dwarves started to move out in front of the palisades to stand before the city walls in tightly packed phalanxes, fifty warriors wide, fifty ranks deep. It was a sight to behold: a sea of bronze, steel, and ocras, disciplined, silent, still. The red of the sinking suns glinted from shields and helms.

A dwarf in the garish garb of a herald exited one of the pavilions, holding a silver trumpet. He was followed by a robed and hooded man too tall to be a dwarf, and a carl carrying a brazier.

“What’s going on?” Nameless asked.

“Watch,” Shadrak said, “and listen.”

The herald chose a spot at the front of the phalanxes and waited for the carl to set down the brazier and fire its coals. As the carl stood back, the robed figure stepped up to the brazier and pulled down his hood.

“The Slathian,” Nameless whispered. He was tall and slender, with grey skin and ears like a bat’s.

The Slathian waved his hands over the coals, and they turned from orange to violet and then to green. The herald raised his trumpet to his lips and sounded a single note that shook the ground. Nameless clamped his hands over his ears. It had to be sorcery.

A dwarf lord emerged from the pavilion, a broad shouldered man made to look even larger by the bulk of his ocras plate armor. A great helm covered his entire head and face, with only a slit for the eyes and long twisted horns rising from the brow. He clutched the haft of an axe with both gauntleted hands, the single blade crafted from the same black ore as his armor.

“Witandos’s beard!” Nameless said. “What are they feeding the new generation, dragon’s milk?”

The herald lowered his trumpet and faced the city walls. “People of Jeridium,” he said in the booming voice of a god, “once more the suns go down and the undefeated champion of Queen Gitashan challenges you. Surely there is one among you honorable enough to face Lord Beogrun. Defeat him, and our army will withdraw for the duration of seven days. Fail, and you will surrender the city without a fight.”

“A challenge of champions?” Nameless said. Gitashan must have been worried indeed about Thyenna’s approach. She wanted this siege ended as soon as possible.

“Yeah, well don’t hold your breath for a response,” Shadrak said. “The Senate had a chance to answer the challenge before I left, and instead chose to crap in their robes. But this is what I brought you here for. This is our way in.”

Shadrak walked beyond the tree line, pulling his concealer cloak around him. Before he disappeared completely, Nameless barred his way.

“What are you doing, laddie?”

“What’s it look like?”

“You plan to walk through their ranks unseen,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “and accept the challenge.”

“Not as stupid as you look, are you?” Shadrak said. “If the dwarves are still honorable, they’ll have to piss off once I beat this Beogrun tosser.”

“But you don’t do fair fights,” Nameless said.

“It won’t be fair, trust me.”

“No,” Nameless said. “This is something I need to do.”

“Are you having a laugh?”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?”

“Nameless….” Rah-Vos Dar said.

With slow deliberation, Nameless said, “I will not be dissuaded.” If he was going to be of any use to the Senate in negotiating an end to this war, he needed to gain the respect of his people. And in dwarven culture, no one earned respect without fighting.

Shadrak lowered his eyes. Shaking his head, he shrugged off his backpack and rummaged about inside. “Then you’re going to need this.” He held up the other concealer cloak he’d taken back at the statue.

Nameless unslung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords from his back, unwrapped the oilskin bindings, and took hold of her haft. He kissed each of Paxy’s golden blades, then slammed the head of the axe into the earth atop the hill. Without a word, he took the concealer cloak from Shadrak, put it on, and set off down the hillside toward the dwarven camp.

 

 




FOURTEEN

The steady breeze coming off the Farfall Mountains drove the cloud cover south, leaving the sky above the treetops red from the light of the setting suns.

Nyra had found herself a clearing in which to practice the moves Caelin had taught her. Not so far from camp this time—she could still see the warm glow of campfires and hear the low mutter of voices. Since the arrival of the Laird’s men, she felt as though a threat lurked behind every tree. She knew it was partly a reaction to what had happened with the bald thug, but she also had reason to believe the risk was very real. Illians were martial through and through, with a reputation for brutality. What they might do if they found a young woman out here alone was grist to Nyra’s over-developed imagination.

As she went through her shuffling sidesteps, her feet churned up the snow. Following the warmup, she threw jab after jab till her shoulder burned, then quick one-twos, uppercuts and hooks. She wasn’t sure she was getting all the punches right, but her feet were at least starting to obey her.

No doubt Caelin thought she’d had enough yesterday and would welcome the time to rest, but Nyra knew from her music lessons, not to mention the sorcery her father had drilled into her, that new skills were useless until they became as ingrained as breathing. She was no fool. Think about what you had to do in a fight, and you’d already lost. Now that she’d accepted the offer of training, she planned to make the most of it. A fighter must strive for perfection, Caelin had said, even though it is never attainable.

That wasn’t so far from how Nyra had felt when she first set out on her own path, learning the myths of Vanatus and Medryn-Tha and honing the craft of performing them in front of an audience. She’d believed perfection to be attainable then, else she’d have given up before she started. And she still believed there was a perfect mode of storytelling, a tale told with such power as to render it real. Thus far, she’d achieved as much in the minds of her audience, made them believe what they heard was true, at least in the moment. But for her, it had to go further than that. With true mastery, she could use stories to alter the fabric of the world. It wasn’t so different to how Slathian sorcery worked: drawing upon the dream-stuff of the Daeg that underpinned all life on Aosia, shaping it, manipulating. But storytelling was her magic; that was the important thing. Keep improving, she used to tell herself as a child, and one day I’ll be able to make anything real. Rewrite the past. Bring the dead back to life. Mother.

When the suns finally sank out of sight and the three moons had risen amid a scatter of stars, Nyra decided she’d had enough of practice. Her arms were leaden, her knees sore, and her stomach growled for food. Caelin had been gone all day, and she was starting to grow concerned. What if the Laird refused to listen? A man like that—at least a man like she’d heard him to be—wouldn’t think twice about turning the refugees’ plight to his own advantage.

She sat for a while on a fallen trunk to catch her breath and knead some life back into her thighs. Her feet inside her boots were blistered and raw. She was going to have trouble making it back to camp, let alone continuing with her training in the morning.

Reluctantly, she reached for one of her mental streams, untangled it from the others, and sent it questing through the frozen ground toward the roots of a nearby tree. The strand of her consciousness imbibed the minutest amount of essence from the tree, and Nyra directed it into her feet, moaning gently as she felt the skin knit and the soreness melt away.

Attenuated as she was to the creative flow of Aosia, nothing came without a cost, and the pain in her feet gave way to nausea. It would have been nothing to a full-blood Slathian, or even a half-blood who practiced daily. Sukhen Sahtis had prided himself upon how much sickness he could take, how far he could push the envelope with his ever-burgeoning powers; but even he had to make recompense for what he took, eventually.

The more skilled a sorcerer, the more essence they could wrest from the life around them, and the less they had to give of themselves. “Transaction efficiency” was how her father described it in one of his academic treatises, which he’d forced Nyra to read every night before she was allowed her storybooks.

But even the greatest sorcerers still had to give something back. It was a law as inviolable as that which caused the suns to rise. Those who ignored it grew crazed, addicted to the theft of essence for self-healing in a misguided attempt to stave off the side-effects of using it in the first place. Give nothing back, and the natural balance would take what you owed through sickness, wasting, and ultimately death. Or undeath, for those whose use of the essence was perverse and unnatural. Those like Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia.

Nyra knew she’d taken more essence than she usually did, too much to be repaid with the mere pricking of her finger. She raked a nail across her palm, pressed deep until she felt the skin pop. Cupping her hands, she walked over to the tree whose essence she had borrowed and let her blood spatter the exposed roots. The act made her feel defiled, one step closer to what Sukhen Sahtis had groomed her to be. It wasn’t hard to understand why the Wayists thought of Slathians as devils.

She let a few more drops of blood fall then clenched her hand into a fist and held it away from the roots. She shook her head against the fizzing in her brain, from where her well was balancing out, returning to its usual state of harmony with the world. A moment or two of exquisite agony, and then the sensation passed.

“When you’re ready, Mollos wants a word.”

Nyra started and turned around.

A cloaked and hooded man stood mere yards from her, thumbs tucked into his sword belt, a trail of footprints visible in the moonlight showing the approach he’d taken through the snow.

“Mollos?” she said. “Me? What for?”

But the cloaked man had already turned his back on her and was walking away.

***

The wavering light of a hanging lantern lit the interior of Grigor Mollos’s tent, a large pavilion of the kind used on military campaigns. Mollos was seated upon a chair, a folding table beside him. Atop the table were a platter of dried meat, cheese and olives, an uncorked bottle of wine, and an earthenware goblet.

Heat from braziers hit Nyra as she stepped inside. The cloaked man remained outside. A swarthy man stood behind Mollos’s chair, hand resting on the pommel of a scabbarded broadsword. Another man was seated at the far end of the tent, wolfing down black bread and cured ham—no shortage of rations here. Nyra’s stomach grumbled, and she tried not to look at the fare on the folding table.

Mollos reached for the goblet and took a sip of wine, then picked up an olive and popped it in his mouth, chewing noisily before he spat out the stone. With a satisfied sigh, he smiled at Nyra and licked his fingers, one after the other.

“Glad you could make it.” The old man wiped his hands on his britches. “I would invite you to sit, but this is the only chair. Are you all right standing?”

Nyra wasn’t sure how she was supposed to react, so she just nodded.

“Why so tense? You’ve nothing to worry about,” Mollos said. “We’re all in this together, we refugees. One big happy family. And we all know a family needs a father to be head of the household.”

Was that a dig at her? At the life she’d left behind? Nyra became aware of her fingers brushing the headscarf that covered her ears, dropped her hand to her side. “That’s a matter of opinion,” she said.

“Oh? Not a Daddy’s girl? Did he leave your mother and run off with another woman? Was it illness? Didn’t come back from some local war? None of the above? My, my, let me see…. You’re an orphan?”

She might as well have been. Nyra nodded, and Mollos seemed satisfied. Her secret was safe. He didn’t know about her father, which presumably meant he didn’t know about her Slathian nature. If he found out what she was, he’d want to make use of her talents. It would be Sukhen Sahtis all over again.

“So much harder, being without parents,” Mollos said. “No one to guide or console you. No one to give you food when your larder is bare. No one to pay your taxes.”

Nyra frowned. Where was Mollos going with this? He sounded amiable enough, but that’s what worried her.

“You do pay taxes?” Mollos said. “No, of course you don’t. No one does in Malfen. But we’re no longer in Malfen. Our fledgling community is less… cutthroat. Shared catastrophe will do that to a people. In this camp, we look out for one another. Need one another. As I said, we are a family. And in families, everyone has to contribute. This is why I had the supplies gathered together, so that we could mete them out fairly. Equitably.” He popped a cube of cheese into his mouth, chewed, then washed it down with a slug of wine. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he looked into Nyra’s eyes and asked, “How much do you make?”

“Excuse me?”

Mollos waggled his fingers. “The music. The stories. You take a collection, surely.” The hard look in his eyes told Nyra he knew she did.

“It depends,” she said. “Right now, people don’t have much to give.”

Mollos smiled and nodded encouragement. “And your other means of income?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m told you sometimes—”

“Not anymore.” On occasion, in the past, when she needed the money. But not now. Especially not after the bald thug.

“I understand,” Mollos said, and he did a good impression of looking sympathetic. “I make it my business to keep apprised of my family members. A father’s concern. And believe me, I don’t condone what Tal Tavor tried to do after your charming performance.”

“How do you—?”

“My men found the body. Buried in the snow. It’s funny, because it wasn’t Tal we were watching. Nor was it you.”

“Oh?”

“No.” Mollos leaned forward in his chair. “We were watching the killer.”

Nyra’s stomach clenched.

The old man studied her reaction, appraising whether she’d worked it out yet.

“She’s back,” the cloaked man said, poking his head through the opening.

“Alone?” Mollos asked.

“Looks like it.”

“Fetch her. I would very much like to speak with her.” Mollos widened his eyes at Nyra and tucked his chin. “We both would.”

The cloaked man nodded and left, and a strained silence settled between Nyra and Mollos. The man who’d been stuffing his face at the far end of the tent rose and took up his position behind Mollos’s chair, while the other retreated to get some food.

“I knew of another Caelin once,” Mollos said whimsically. “Never met her, but by all accounts she was the exact opposite of our friend the priestess. A warrior. A strategist. A commander of armies.”

The scarred face, the broken nose…. “What happened to her?” Nyra asked.

Mollos turned his palms up and shrugged.

The tent flap parted and Caelin entered. Snow caked her boots, and the hem of her robe was soaked through. “We have to pack up,” she said, glancing from Mollos to Nyra. “Why are you here?”

Before Nyra could answer, Mollos said, “The Laird refused us? I thought you were friends.”

“I misjudged him.”

“So it seems,” Mollos said. “And let’s not forget whose idea it was to come to Illius.”

“I accept the blame,” Caelin said.

Mollos snorted. “Well, as a Wayist, I’m sure you know what to do with the guilt.” He glanced at Nyra, the trace of a smirk on his face.

“Darik Gan’s given us until morning to leave the surrounds of Illius,” Caelin said.

“How generous of him.” Mollos stood and steadied himself on the arms of his chair. “Then I’d better get these poor people organized, because no one else is going to do it.”

 

 




FIFTEEN

Nameless winced at the pain in his knees as he reached the bottom of Hangman’s Hill. Taking long, deep breaths to slow his pounding heart, he cut a path toward one of the phalanxes, then passed alongside it, unseen in the concealer cloak. A soldier turned at the crunch of Nameless’s boots on the frosty ground, frowned and went back to looking straight ahead.

When he was within twenty yards of the champion, Nameless unfastened the cloak and slung it aside. The Slathian looked up from his brazier. The herald paled. Lord Beogrun glared through the slit of his great helm.

“Who are you?” the herald said, voice a clarion that rolled out over the city.

“Just an old man come to answer your challenge.”

“You, a dwarf, represent Jeridium?”

Before Nameless could answer, a sentry atop the walls called down, “He doesn’t have the authorization of the Senate. I’ve sent for someone in command to make our position clear.”

Nameless gave the man a thumbs up. “Good for you, laddie.”

While he waited, he turned to take in the phalanx behind him. Carls whispered among themselves, but stopped when they saw him looking. Had any of them recognized him? No, he told himself. Most of them wouldn’t have been born when he’d left Arnoch, and if the skalds still told tales of the Nameless Dwarf, they would have described a heroic figure, larger than life and massively muscled like the monument the Senate had erected, not a frail old man half starved to death. The whisperings had been words of ridicule, he decided. Well, he’d show them. Show the lot of them.

A number of carls looked up at the parapet, muttering. Nameless followed their gaze. Between the merlons, flanked by legionaries, were a couple of senators in white togas—a man with duck-down hair that threatened to fly away in the breeze, and a woman. Behind them was an ancient man with a long, wispy beard, and the black robes of an Academy sorcerer.

It was the woman who spoke, her voice carrying the same force as the dwarven herald’s. More sorcery. Presumably why the man in the black robe was there.

“This dwarf,” she said, pointing down at Nameless, “does not represent the Senate.”

The senator with the duck-down hair leaned out over the parapet for a better look, then turned to say something to the woman. They exchanged heated words and then he addressed the dwarven herald, voice also carried by sorcery. “I am Senator Welsus Volpadine. First Senator Drisa Malkin has delegated authority in this matter to me. Allow this old dwarf to approach our barbican. I will meet with him and assess his fitness for the challenge.”

“Unacceptable,” the herald said. “Either he fights, or he goes before Queen Gitashan to explain why a dwarf sides with the enemy of Arx Gravis.”

The two senators conferred, then the woman said, “We offer him sanctuary.”

The herald considered for a moment, then replied, “Sanctuary must be sought, not offered.” He turned to Nameless. “Well? Do you seek sanctuary from your own kind?”

It was a shrewd question. No dwarf worthy of the name would hide behind a coward’s custom. “I do not.”

Senator Volpadine clutched the edge of the parapet. “Don’t be a fool!”

“Then, if we are finished here….” the herald said.

“We’re not.”

The Academy sorcerer pushed his way in between two merlons. He was a head taller than Volpadine, reed-thin and gnarled with great age. His black robes whipped about him in the wind as his voice rolled out across the dwarven army. “If you value your lives, senators, and the lives of our citizens, then you have to let this dwarf fight.”

Welsus Volpadine started to remonstrate with him. The woman senator did the same from the other side. To Nameless they looked like a couple of hyenas ripping into defenseless prey. With the force of an explosion, the sorcerer’s voice erupted once more: “He must fight!”

A roar went up from the dwarven army. Carls bashed weapons against shields. Dwarf lords bellowed their approval. Atop the battlements, legionaries appeared between the merlons all along the length of the walls. The senators had disappeared from sight, but the Academy sorcerer remained, cowl drawn up against the bite of the wind.

Nameless looked round at the thump of boots approaching. Lord Beogrun came to a stop mere yards from him, more monster than man in his ocras armor, hands resting atop the haft of his upended battle axe.

“Give him a weapon!” Beogrun demanded. “I’ll not murder this old fool unarmed.”

“No need, I brought my own.” Nameless raised his hand.

A gasp went up from the legionaries atop the walls as a flash of gold rose from the crest of Hangman’s Hill and streaked towards him. The haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords slapped into Nameless’s hand and he felt the thrill of his Exalted blood once more, not so much an explosion this time as a steady throb in his veins, each beat of his heart stronger than the last. Muscles tightened, aches faded, and his lungs expanded with cool, fresh air. He felt young again, invigorated. And like all the young men he’d ever met, he felt invincible.

Paxy was elated. Nameless could feel it in the vibrations running through her haft, and he saw it in the glimmer of her twin blades.

Beogrun took a step back.

Someone in the dwarven force yelled, “King Nameless!”

The cry spread through the ranks, but it wasn’t adulation Nameless heard. It was bewilderment. There was a commotion at the rear of the phalanxes, then a group of heavily armored housecarls pushed through to the front, and out of their ranks stepped the most imposing dwarf woman Nameless had ever seen.

“The Nameless Dwarf,” she said. A quick appraisal with her eyes, and she sneered. “You’ve grown old.”

“You’re no spring chicken yourself, Gitashan. Queen of Arx Gravis now, I hear.”

She’d always had long raven hair, immaculately braided with silver thread, but now her hair blended with the thread, and it was held in place by a slender coronet. Her face retained its strong, angular lines, and her eyes were the same feral amber he remembered. She wore a cuirass, greaves, and vambraces of ocras. An ocras scimitar was sheathed at her hip.

Gitashan cocked her head first one side, then the other, and there was an audible crack from her neck. Her fingers drummed over the pommel of her scimitar. “Either you have betrayed us to the Senate, or you are in league with my cur of a sister. Kill him, Beogrun.”

“Wait!” a grey-bearded carl said, emerging from the ranks.

“Get back into line!” the Queen snapped.

“Forgive me, Majesty,” the old carl said with a hurried bow. “But Lord Beogrun’s wearing ocras. It ain’t a fair fight.”

Grunts of agreement went up from the phalanxes, and that made Nameless smile. At least some of his people retained their sense of honor. The majority of them, by the sounds of it.

“So?” Gitashan said.

“By your leave, Majesty, I’d like to lend King Nameless my shield.”

“King?”

The greybeard’s eyes flicked between Gitashan and Nameless. “What do you want me to call him?”

“Traitor?”

The ranks of carls grew quiet.

The greybeard licked his lips then approached Nameless and offered his wooden shield. “I’d be honored if you’d use this, sire,” he said.

Nameless took the shield from him. It was rimmed with iron and painted with green and yellow checks, a design he vaguely recognized. The boss was brown with rust, and weighty, unless that was the loss of muscle in his arms making it feel heavier than it was.

“The honor’s mine, laddie,” Nameless said. “Do I know you?”

“Served under you, sire, when you was king.”

“When the husks attacked Arnoch?”

“Aye. Terrible fight, that, but didn’t we do well?”

Nameless stared at the old man, willing himself to remember.

[Sergeant Fuer Rangin,] Paxy said. Nothing wrong with her memory, then.

“You still a sergeant, Fuer?” Nameless asked.

“You remember me?”

“Good to see you, laddie.”

Fuer dropped to one knee.

“No, no, stand, Sergeant. Your loyalty’s to the Queen now.”

“I ain’t a sergeant no more, sire,” Fuer said, joints cracking as he stood. “Just a plain ol’ carl now. I’m only fighting because I’m a dullard when it comes to money. Got nothing saved up for my dotage.”

“Well, I should get this over with, Fuer. I’d hate for poor old Lord Beogrun’s bladder to trouble him in all that armor. Must take an age to get it off.”

A muffled growl came from within the great helm.

“Good luck, sire,” Fuer whispered as he backed away.

“Are you done?” Gitashan asked.

“Aye, lassie, I’m done.” To Beogrun, Nameless said, “Shall we? Unless you’re having second thoughts?”

The Queen gave a curt nod, and Beogrun came straight at Nameless with an overhead swing of his axe. Nameless slipped aside, but it had been a feint, and Beogrun whipped the butt up into his jaw. Nameless’s teeth crunched together and he tasted blood. On instinct he took a long step back and pivoted to the outside, just as the axe head whistled down. Nameless countered with a vicious hack. Beogrun ducked, and Paxy’s blade glanced off the top of his helm, not even scratching the ocras. The shock nearly unmanned Nameless. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords was forged from divine alloy. She should have sliced through ocras with ease.

Beogrun’s axe came up toward Nameless’s crotch, but he was already moving to the right. He smashed the iron boss of his shield into Beogrun’s chest with such force, the champion stumbled back a step. Nameless swung at his neck, but the Axe of the Dwarf Lords struck ocras and screeched off.

Beogrun’s axe scythed in from the left and Nameless threw up his shield, bracing against the impact. The axe head tore through wood, leaving a gaping hole. As Beogrun raised his axe for another strike, Nameless slammed the shield boss into his helm, snapping this head back. With unbelievable speed, Beogrun’s axe came down, and Nameless barely blocked it with his ragged shield. Splinters flew, and pain jolted along his arm from the impact. This time the axe head snagged on the iron rim and Nameless tried to yank the weapon out of Beogrun’s grasp. They struggled back and forth until Beogrun freed the axe. In that instant, Nameless hammered Paxy into the dwarf lord’s unprotected left, only to have the blade bounce off once more.

A rumbling laugh issued from within the great helm.

“Lassie?” Nameless muttered under his breath.

[I must be feeling your age,] she said. It was a feeble attempt at humor. He could tell she was shaken by her impotence.

Nameless backed away a step and began to circle Beogrun.

[I’m weak, my Exalted. The flight from the hill to your hand….]

“You used to do such things all the time.”

[Too long in the cleft atop the Southern Crags. I’m out of essence.]

Starlight! Of course. In the past she’d told him the stars were pinprick openings onto the luminous power of Gabala, the realm of the All-Father. She needed starlight to restore herself. And because of Nameless, she’d spent years in the darkness of his mountain home, wrapped in oilskin. He’d not even given it a thought.

“Take from me,” he said as Beogrun feinted and lunged in, swinging his axe. “Now!”

Nameless’s insides exploded with white fire. Molten blood surged through his veins.

Axe met axe in a thunderous collision. Sparks flew. As Nameless drew back for another strike, the virulence of his Exalted blood streamed into Paxy’s twin blades. Beogrun raised his axe to parry, but the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sheared straight through the haft and clean through the ocras chest plate behind it, slinging blood in a wide arc. Beogrun screamed and dropped his axe. He stumbled back a few steps, teetered, then fell flat on his face.

Nameless dropped to his knees, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords a dead weight in his hand. She felt no more than a hunk of cold metal. All the life had gone out of her. And he wasn’t faring much better. There had been no time for subtleties. At his command, Paxy had dredged up the full strength of his Exalted blood, draining him entirely. His vision blurred and he began to sway.

Dimly, he was aware of Queen Gitashan striding toward him, scimitar drawn. He tried to raise the Axe of the Dwarf Lords but couldn’t.

And then Shadrak was there, throwing back his concealer cloak, knife in hand. “Back off, bitch,” the assassin said. “You lost, so now get lost.”

Gitashan slowed her pace but continued to advance, her housecarls running to catch up.

Nameless summoned every ounce of strength he had left and pushed himself to his feet, using the Axe of the Dwarf Lords as a crutch. Ignoring Gitashan, he pitched his voice to reach the ranks of watching carls.

“You are honor-bound to withdraw!”

Looks were exchanged, then one by one the carls reversed their shields—a sign that they refused to fight.

Gitashan came to a halt, mouth working with unformed curses. Then she angled a look up at the city wall and roared, “Seven days!”

As the Queen turned on her heel and strode away, flanked by her housecarls, Fuer Rangin, stepped up to retrieve his shield—or rather, what was left of it.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said, handing him the handle, boss, and the few scraps of wood still attached. “When this is over, I’ll buy you a new one.”

Fuer grinned and bowed. “My honor to lend it to you, sire. Don’t worry. My boy will fix it up. Good with wood he is. Has the makings of a carpenter.”

Nameless felt a moment’s sadness as he watched Fuer walk back to the dwarven army. There was still goodness among his people, and that only confirmed his feeling that something was wrong. He glanced to where Gitashan was having an animated argument with the Slathian sorcerer. Something was very wrong.

Wrenching his gaze away, he asked, “Where’s Rah-Vos Dar?”

Shadrak pointed. The Zawalian was halfway to the bottom of Hangman’s Hill, hurrying towards them, in one hand the oilskin Paxy had been wrapped in. Already the dwarves were pulling back toward their camp. They showed no interest in the red-skinned giant.

Nameless stumbled and nearly fell, but Shadrak caught him by the elbow.

“Were you here all along?” Nameless asked.

Shadrak shrugged.

“I hope you weren’t planning on doing something dishonorable.”

“Like stab Beogrun in the back through a gap in his armor? Never even crossed my mind.”

Rah-Vos Dar cast nervous looks at the withdrawing dwarves as he approached. “You did it!”

“Aye,” Nameless said, patting the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. “We did.”

Rah-Vos Dar handed him the oilskin, and Nameless rewrapped Paxy and slung her over his back.

“They’re opening the barbican,” Shadrak said, helping Nameless to turn and see.

“You might have to carry me inside.”

“Now that would not be dignified,” Rah-Vos Dar said, supporting Nameless’s weight on one side, Shadrak on the other.

As they made their way toward the city, leather-kilted legionaries with rectangular shields emerged from the barbican and formed two lines in front of the gates. They were soon joined by a huddle of senators, and among them the ancient sorcerer who had insisted they let Nameless fight.

“Right royal reception,” Shadrak said. “Shows how desperate they are.”

“Seven days, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “At the very least, you have given them that.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Nameless said, squinting at the Academy sorcerer. There was something about the man’s bearing now that he was getting closer….

“You don’t think Gitashan will honor the truce?” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Fat chance,” Shadrak said.

Nameless was ashamed to admit it, but Shadrak was probably right. “With Thyenna’s army on the way, would you wait around for seven days?”

“Maybe they will retreat to Arx Gravis?” Rah-Vos Dar suggested.

“We’ll see.” Nameless was still distracted by the old sorcerer. He was sure he’d seen the man before. “We’ll know soon enough, if they start to dismantle the mangonels. They won’t want to leave them behind for Thyenna to use, or for the Senate to destroy.”

As they drew level with the first of the legionaries, the senators stepped forward to greet them. The old sorcerer was grinning at Nameless and bobbing his head.

And then Nameless knew who it was, though it wasn’t possible. It had been more than two hundred years since they’d sailed the Sea of Weeping together with Rabnar the Red. The sorcerer had come straight from his apprenticeship at the Academy. He’d been a young man then, but even so, he was a human and should have been long dead.

“Nils!” Nameless said, extricating himself from Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar and stumbling toward his old friend. “Nils Fargin! Witandos’s beard, laddie, I can’t believe it’s you!”

 

 




SIXTEEN

Nameless was bewildered by the lackluster reception when they entered Jeridium. He’d expected cheering crowds, not ragged lines of sullen-looking men, women, and children.

“Don’t mind them,” Nils said. Nils Fargin—an old man now! Principal of the Academy and a senator! “They’re starving.”

A few legionaries broke ranks to come shake Nameless’s hand or pat him on the back, and the senators who greeted him were ecstatic. Whatever happened now—and they had some big decisions before them—Nameless had thrown them a lifeline.

“Crannock,” a fat man in a toga said as he shook Nameless by the hand. “I’m with the Special Select Committee for War. We should speak.”

“After I’ve had a drink and a sleep.”

Before Crannock could protest, Nils said, “I’ll take you by carriage to the Academy, if you like. We’ve got guest rooms and food—”

“More than these people?” Rah-Vos Dar asked.

“Our stores have lasted,” Nils said, “because we sorcerers have been too busy defending the city to eat.”

“Too busy my arse!” Shadrak said.

“And,” Nils said, “we have beer.”

“That settles it,” Nameless said. “I’m coming with you.”

“What about our meeting?” Crannock asked.

But Nils was already leading Nameless, Shadrak, and Rah-Vos Dar away. “Don’t worry, I’ll bring him to the Senate Building in the morning.”

***

As the carriage clattered through unlit streets, Nameless glanced up at the looming bulk of the walls built by Maldark the Fallen; the last act of the dwarves of old before they had hidden away beneath the earth.

“It is good to be clear of the crowds,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

Shadrak grunted his agreement.

Nils said, “They won’t bother you none at the Academy. We’ve got wards in place to scare off unwanted visitors.”

Nameless was only half listening. “It’s not the people that bother me.”

“The Senate?” Rah-Vos Dar said.

Nameless nodded. “There’s too much going on behind the scenes, and I don’t like it.”

“That’s politics for you,” Nils said. “There’s always gonna be one or two bad apples, but most of us are all right.”

“Speaking of the Senate,” Shadrak said, “remind that scut Volpadine he ain’t paid me yet.”

“For finding me?” Nameless asked. “How much?”

“Never you mind. He knows. That’s what matters.”

“You can remind him yourself in the morning,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Not if I ain’t at the meeting, I can’t.” Shadrak folded his arms across his chest and glared out of the window.

***

The Academy was situated at the heart of the Palidius District, where the shops and houses were tall and narrow, arrayed in long winding terraces. Rose-tinted crystals atop iron posts lent a sorcerous illumination that was peculiar to the Palidius District but starting to make inroads into other quarters, Nils informed them—one of the advances he’d made since becoming the Academy’s Principal.

“They supposed to be lit?” Shadrak asked.

“No need for a blackout now the dwarves have withdrawn.”

“Word travels fast here,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Sorcerers have to be good for something,” Nameless said.

The carriage clattered over the cobblestone street that led to the Academy, and when it came to a stop, Nils paid the driver and they climbed out.

The Academy grounds were enormous, surrounded on four sides by low walls topped with iron railings, though Nameless had the uncomfortable feeling they probably weren’t needed. He could almost smell the magical wards.

Nils held the gate open, and Nameless and Rah-Vos Dar stepped inside the overgrown gardens.

Shadrak remained outside. “Someone to see,” he explained. “I’ll be in touch. And don’t forget to ask about my money.”

Nils led Nameless and Rah-Vos Dar along a flagstone path that meandered between flowerbeds overrun with briars and carpeted with brown leaves. Closer to the broad stone steps that ascended to a covered portico, the air bore the scent of rosemary, sage and lavender. A herb garden bordered by river stones was about the only tended part of the Academy grounds Nameless could see. He frowned at the whitish fragments strewn about the plants.

“Eggshell,” Nils said. “Keeps the slugs off.”

“Does it work?” Rah-Vos Dar asked. “My people have a special curse for slugs on account of them ruining half our crops.”

“With the slugs it does, but not the rabbits.”

“I see,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “And what do you do about them?”

Nils waggled his fingers. “Fry them, if I see them.” He guffawed at his own joke and slapped Rah-Vos Dar on the shoulder, then in all seriousness added, “We’ve got wards set up around the herb garden, to keep off anything with teeth or mandibles. They work perfick, even if I do say so myself.”

Nameless shook his head and chuckled. “Age hasn’t changed you, my friend.”

“Try telling that to my joints,” Nils said, stroking his beard. “Or my bladder. Or my—”

“Point taken, laddie,” Nameless said. “You should speak to Rah-Vos Dar here once we’re settled. He’s apparently some kind of healer.”

“Oh?” Nils said.

“I am Zawalian,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“You don’t say.” Nils gestured for them to continue walking toward the steps. “I’ve read about Zawalian medicine. Always wondered if it worked. If you’ll listen to an old man’s gripes about his ailments, I’d welcome any help you can give. But let’s get one thing straight: no leeches.”

Rah-Vos Dar rumbled out a laugh. “It is the fire ant treatments you should worry about.”

“I’m sure, last time I came here,” Nameless said, “the main entrance was on the other side.”

“Under repair,” Nils said. “Has been for some time. Years, actually, since the floor of the old circular reading room collapsed under the weight of books and wrecked the museum below.”

“The one with the bones of giant beasties?” Nameless said.

“Prehistoric husks,” Nils said. “Afraid so. Thankfully we managed to salvage most of the books.”

“But not the beasties, eh? Shame.”

At the top of the steps they came to an enormous door of carved blackwood. The handle was a ring of twisted dark metal flecked with green.

“Is that ocras?” Nameless asked.

Nils nodded. “The entire door is, beneath the blackwood fronting. You can never be too careful.”

“Who made it, the dwarves?”

Nils touched a finger to his lips, and with his other hand pointed to the ground.

“The faen?” Nameless whispered.

“So I’m told,” Nils said as he turned the handle and opened the door. “Before my time.”

They entered a marble-floored antechamber with fluted pillars supporting a high, domed ceiling upon which were painted scenes of Witandos and his golden-armored housecarls. The background was a vast palace with walls of mother-of-pearl.

“Dwarven art?” Nameless said. It was the last thing he’d expected to see adorning the ceiling of Jeridium’s Academy.

“It was either that or pictures of Wayist luminaries,” Nils said. “My predecessor might have been a plonker, but he was no slouch for taste.”

Their boots clacked and echoed on the polished floor as they crossed to a carpeted staircase at the far end, bypassing arched openings on either side. The whole place stank of sulfur and mangy cats, and it made Nameless’s beard itch.

Nils led them up three flights of stairs, past oil paintings of somber-looking men and women, most of them wrinkled and grey-haired, dressed in black Academy robes. All former principals, and Nils gave a potted history of each as they made the ascent. Most he spoke of with reverence, but one or two he was scathing about. A handful, he said, had fallen into dark and necromantic practices that had led the Academy to split into warring factions.

“All in the past now, of course,” Nils said, though he saved his most damning indictment for the final portrait: his predecessor, Calix Nor. “The stupid pillock thought forbidden knowledge was a term reserved for other people. We were suspicious of his activities for years, but when a bunch of us came to his rooms to confront him, all we found was his crumpled robe on the floor. Never did find a body.”

They passed along a third-floor corridor to their rooms. Nils handed Rah-Vos Dar a key to a door on the right, and the Zawalian nodded his thanks.

“I wonder, Principal,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “if I might be permitted to use the kitchens once we are settled in.”

Nils frowned at Nameless.

“He’s a cook, laddie. Has his own way of doing things. Herbs and spices and the like.”

“It is you I am thinking of, my friend,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “It was part of our agreement, remember?”

“Aye, laddie, I do. And I appreciate it.”

“No problem,” Nils said to Rah-Vos Dar. “I’ll send someone to show you where the kitchens are.”

As Rah-Vos Dar unlocked his door and went inside, Nils led Nameless through the door opposite.

The room was far larger than Nameless had expected. In fact, it was a suite of rooms: a main living area with a round dining table and four chairs, a long leather couch, and a marble-topped counter, upon which were a ceramic water jug, a towel, and an empty basket still showing the dried leaves and stalks of fruit it had once contained. Against one wall was an oak dresser with shelves displaying plates painted with intricate patterns, and with three wide drawers fronted with dark metal handles.

An arched opening led to a bedchamber, which contained nothing more than a low cot-bed, a chipped nightstand with ring marks caused by water glasses, and a rose crystal in an iron holder. Nils waved his hand in front of the crystal and it gave off a soft pinkish light. He waved again and it went out. Nameless nodded that he understood.

As Nils drew the curtains, he indicated a closed door. “Washroom’s through there. I’ll have fresh towels brought up and the tub filled with warm water.”

“In the morning,” Nameless said. He was tired and just wanted to sleep.

“Listen, Nameless,” Nils said, perching on the edge of the bed and combing his fingers through his beard. “I know Jeridium’s let you down in the past, but we need you now more than ever, and so do your own people.”

Nameless removed his helm and set it on the nightstand, then unslung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords from his back and removed her wrappings. He frowned as he lay her atop the bed. Paxy had said nothing to him since the fight with Beogrun.

“Is she all right?” Nils said somewhat warily.

“I don’t know. I need to get her outside, expose her to starlight.”

“Starlight? Ah!” Nils said. “The dwarven belief that the stars are openings in the canopy of the sky, through which flows the ether of Gabala. Is that the right term—ether?” Seeing the worry on Nameless’s face, he said, “I could take you to the observatory dome, if you like.”

“The what?” Nameless moved the Axe of the Dwarf Lords over so that he could slump down on the bed beside her. He knew he should have removed his armor, but he was too tired.

Nils took that as his cue to stand. “It’s a tower with a very powerful spyglass, for looking out at the stars. The roof opens. You could lay the Axe of the Dwarf Lords there. I don’t know… it might help.”

“Tomorrow, old friend,” Nameless said through a yawn.

“Tomorrow night it is, then. But the Senate want to meet with you before that. Get some sleep for now.” The sorcerer moved away toward the arch. “I’ll send hot water and food in the morning.”

Nameless was dimly aware of the door clicking shut, and then he drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep.

 

 




SEVENTEEN

At daybreak, Illian soldiers were dotted all about the camp, watching the refugees as they made ready to leave. Within the hour, Mollos gave the order to move out. They were going to double back, he told them; head east across the Steppes to the coastal town of Fenmar.

Mollos and his henchmen led the column, the wagons and carts behind, the bulk of the refugees bringing up the rear. They made slow progress through the trees due to melting snow leaving the ground slick with mud.

Nyra walked near the rear of the column, making sure she kept Caelin’s white cloak in sight. Should she tell the priestess what Mollos had said about the body buried in the snow? She decided not to take the risk. There was a side to the Wayist that she kept under lock and key; but if Mollos was right about Tal Tavor, it was a side that had already broken free on at least one occasion.

As they passed out of the forest and onto the scrub of the Steppes, the column began to slow then finally came to a halt. People stopped to stare back the way they had come. In the distance, a dust cloud billowed in the gathering breeze, too low for it to be a storm-head. Caelin headed back down the column towards her.

“There was a Slathian in the mercenary troop I once commanded,” the priestess said. “He had the ability to see over long distances. Far-seeing, he called it. Child’s play to any Slathian. I need to know what’s happening.”

Nyra interlaced her fingers over her heart, as Caelin had done when rejecting her offer of magical warmth. “Thought you didn’t approve of sorcery.”

“This is serious. Do it.”

Biting down a sarcastic retort, Nyra sent out a single mental stream, snaking it across the sky toward the dust cloud. At the same time, her other senses sought out the essence that would sustain her sorcery. There were no trees nearby, no birds or beasts. And the refugees wouldn’t do: their essence was feeble. Slathian sorcerers speculated that the unnatural lives the human’s ancestors had led in the Vanatusian Empire—in their tall cities, surrounded by all manner of sorcerous comforts, and breathing air tainted by the experiments of Sektis Gandaw—had caused their wells to atrophy. But then she felt it: the pulsing tug of a vast source of essence right next to her, and without thinking, she drew upon it.

Caelin gasped and staggered back as Nyra thrilled in the rush of borrowed power. And then she felt the shock of what it meant.

Caelin wasn’t human.

To Nyra’s mind that meant only one thing:

The priestess was a husk.

But what kind of husk? Not a Slathian, that was obvious. Something else.

Nyra’s thoughts constricted then ceased as she drove her consciousness through the lone strand. For a few moments she saw only a blurred vision, but gradually things came into focus, a panoramic view from inside the churning dust.

Her knees buckled.

She felt Caelin’s hands on her shoulders, stopping her from falling.

Flaring nostrils. Curling horns. Cloven hooves kicking up the dirt. Some kind of gigantic goat. There were dozens of them, harnessed and pulling chariots of bronze with scything wheels. Clutching the reins, armored dwarves, red cloaks flapping.

Behind the chariots she saw scaled beasts the size of a horse. Amber eyes, fangs like scimitars, and spiny tails that ended in spiked clubs. Soot blasted from flaring nostrils. Flames spewed from fanged maws.

“What is it?” Caelin demanded, shaking her. “What can you see?”

Nyra opened her eyes, and the mental stream whiplashed back into her. She swooned, but Caelin caught her. Mutters and gasps from the people around them. A woman asking if she could help. Caelin saying it was all right, she had things under control. “Just a fainting fit,” Nyra heard the priestess say. A Wayist telling a lie.

Nyra licked dry lips and forced her eyes into focus. Beneath Caelin’s cowl she could see the ridges of the priestess’s scars. “Dwarves,” she said. “Chariots. Coming our way. They must have followed us from Malfen.”

Caelin tried to shush her, but it was too late. The damage had been done.

“Dwarves!” the cry went out, echoing along the column.

“And something else….” Nyra struggled to remember the lore her father had forced her to learn. She felt lightheaded, sick to the stomach from her use of Caelin’s essence. “Beasts from Cerreth.”

“Husks?” Caelin said.

“I think they’re draca.”

Half Nyra’s mind was preoccupied with something else: with the fact that Caelin had such huge reserves of essence. Did she know it? A husk and a Wayist! So many questions—Caelin’s parents; where she was born; her nature; what she could do.

Caelin sucked in a deep breath, eyes focused on the dust cloud in the distance. “They’re moving fast.”

A man grabbed Nyra’s arm and spun her around. “How’d you know it’s dwarves?” His narrowed eyes told her what he was thinking: that she was a demon or a witch.

A crowd pressed in around her.

“I told you she was strange,” a woman said. “Them songs, them stories… it ain’t natural.”

Caelin slipped between Nyra and the man. “Would you rather not know, and have them catch up with us unprepared?”

“Why would they come after us?” another woman asked. She was holding the hand of a filthy-looking boy.

It was a good question. The dwarves had already taken Malfen, and last Nyra had seen, their main force was heading south toward Ludnar, presumably on a course for Jeridium.

Caelin opened her mouth to answer, but then a path opened up through the crowd as Mollos’s bodyguards strode down the column. The old man scuttled along in their wake, tapping the ground in front of him with his cane.

“I might have known you two were at the center of this,” Mollos said. “Are you trying to incite panic?”

“It wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Caelin said, “if it got us out of here any faster.” She relayed to Mollos what Nyra had seen.

“Well, we can’t go back to the forest,” Mollos said. “The Illians made that perfectly clear.”

Nyra’s head swam, and she touched a hand to her brow—cold and clammy, drenched with sweat.

Caelin gave her a concerned look, then said, “We head south then veer west.”

Mollos shook his head. “There’s nothing for us there save the Sour Marsh and the Mountain of Ocras.”

People started to murmur at mention of Sektis Gandaw’s base of operations, from which he had plotted the Unweaving of all things. Even though the Mad Sorcerer had been defeated long ago, no one in their right mind wanted to go there. His sorcerous meldings, they said, were still at large, roaming the corridors beneath the Mountain of Ocras. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, there was the effluence known as the Sour Marsh, a sentient mire of malice that had been born of the waste material of Sektis Gandaw’s experiments.

“We don’t need to go as far as that,” Caelin said. “If we can make it to Xanthus—”

“We can’t go there,” Nyra said. “The ruling Orsgoth Cabal will never accept us.”

“No, they won’t,” Mollos said. “But they’ll accept you.”

It hit Nyra like a slap in the face. So, Mollos did know what she was, and had decided to wait for the best opportunity to use that knowledge. She’d underestimated the old man.

“Now,” Mollos said, “let’s get going, and when we reach Xanthus, Nyra will speak with the Orsgoth Cabal on our behalf.” As he turned to head back up the column with his bodyguards, he said to Nyra, “Just make sure you do better than Caelin did with Illius. There’s only so much disappointment these good people can take.”

As Mollos left, the refugees moved away from Caelin and Nyra, casting nervous glances at the steadily growing dust cloud in the east.

Once she was sure she was no longer the center of attention, Nyra reopened the wound in her palm with a fingernail. Caelin’s hand lashed out, grabbing her wrist.

“What are you doing?”

“Repayment,” she said, pulling free of the priestess’s grip. “For what I took from you for my far-seeing.”

Nyra expected Caelin to react in some way, confess what she really was; but if she knew, she kept it close to her chest.

“The tug in my guts when you cast your magic….” Caelin said, as if just now realizing how Nyra had violated her.

Gently, Nyra reached inside the priestess’s cowl and brushed her palm across her cheek, leaving a smear of blood.

Caelin went rigid, and when she spoke, there was a tremor in her voice. “Never do that again.”

“Take your essence, or touch your face?”

“Either.”

“Then never again ask me to perform sorcery for you. Agreed?”

They stared at each other for a long moment, neither flinching.

Finally, Caelin said, “Agreed,” then turned and walked up the line away from her.

 

 




EIGHTEEN

Thought you dwarves knew how to play Seven Card,” Captain Rabnar said, leaning across the table so he could haul his winnings toward him—close to five hundred Vanatusian shekels they’d found amid the wreckage of a Quilonian pirate ship.

“I’m just softening you up for the kill, laddie.” Nameless downed his rum then knocked over the bottle as he went to pour another. The bottle bounced across the card table and hit the floor, rolling without breaking till it came to rest against the cabin wall.

“That was good stuff, lubber,” Rabnar said, shaking his head at the rum soaking into the planks. “I won a crate of it from an Aculi Cleverman in the Broken Isles. Believed the gods granted him luck at cards, till I disabused him of the notion.”

“The Aculi make rum?” Nameless said.

“They drink it, that’s what matters.”

“Well, Nameless would have more luck if he drank less,” Nils said from across the table, despite the fact he’d lost just as many shekels to Rabnar himself.

“My pa used to say the same thing in Arx Gravis,” Nameless said. “Can’t tell you how many times I went to Thumil for a loan of tokens.”

“Tokens?” Rabnar said. “What’s that, then?”

“Dwarf money,” Nils said.

“Units of barter, laddie. Units of—”

Nameless clung to the table as the ship lurched. Coins cascaded to the floor in a clattering hail. Rabnar cursed as he failed to stop the deluge. Shouts came from up on deck, then the crash of a wave breaking against the prow.

“Think they need me up there?” Rabnar asked as he pushed his chair back and staggered to the cupboard where he kept the rum.

“Sounds like they’re coping,” Nameless said.

Rabnar broke wind then followed it up with a belch. “Exactly what I was thinking. Here, get this open,” he said, half-falling over the table as he passed Nameless a bottle.

“Paxy…” Nameless said, and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords sighed in his mind as she rose into the air and sliced through the top of the bottle as if it were made of wax. “Obliged to you, lassie.” He took her silence for disapproval.

Outside, the wind roared.

“Sounds like a bleeding hurricane,” Nils said. The lad was once again showing signs of the greenness he’d had when they’d first come aboard three months ago. For days he’d done nothing but throw up over the side.

“You’re the sorcerer, boy,” Rabnar said. “Go see if you can calm the wind.”

“You might want to start in here first, laddie,” Nameless said, fanning his hand beneath his nose and nodding toward the Captain. “With him.”

Footfalls came down the steps outside the cabin. The door opened, and Nameless was hit in the face by a spray of brine.

Ilesa poked her head inside.“We’ve got trouble, Captain,” she said.

“Didn’t I tell you not to be deceived,” Rabnar said. “Clear skies in every direction always means a storm’s on its way, in my experience.”

“This isn’t a storm,” Ilesa said. “It’s some shogging great sea beast, and it’s bigger than a house.”

Nameless held out his hand and the Axe of the Dwarf Lords slapped into his palm.

“Coming laddie?” he asked Nils.

“They didn’t teach me no monster-fighting spells at the Academy.”

“Fetch me my harpoon,” Rabnar said as the ship lurched again. Ilesa ducked back outside, leaving the door swinging. Someone screamed. A thunderous roar shook the cabin, followed by a colossal splash. “And be quick about it!”

***

Nameless was awoken by a distant rapping that echoed up from a bottomless well. He groaned and buried his head beneath the pillow—which was odd, because he didn’t remember having a pillow in his cave at the bottom of the fissure. He felt around himself blindly, fingers encountering the warmth of a woolen blanket he’d fallen asleep on top of, and beneath it the giving softness of a mattress.

He came fully awake in an instant.

His head pounded as he sat up in bed and squinted his eyes into focus on the darkened room with only the merest bleed of light coming through the gaps in the curtains. His helm was on a nightstand. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords lay cold and lifeless on the bed beside him.

And then he remembered. He was at the Academy in the suite Nils had provided for him…. Nils who was Principal of the most prestigious school of sorcery and learning in the whole of Medryn-Tha. Nils who had traveled the Sea of Weeping with him and Rabnar the Red, and who had accompanied him on that first fateful journey into Cerreth a lifetime ago, when Nameless had found the lost city of Arnoch.

The knocking at the door continued, now loud and sharp and deeply annoying.

“Yes?” It was the same weary voice he’d used as king whenever folk came looking for favors—usually some ambitious dwarf lord intent on blindsiding him.

“Water,” a husky-voiced woman said as she opened the door and entered the living room. “For your bath.” She held up a single kaffa mug.

Nameless rolled his legs off the bed and stood, swaying. He was still weak from the fight with Beogrun. “That going to be enough?” He eyed the mug as the woman crossed the bedchamber to the washroom.

She wasn’t a looker, that was for sure, but neither was she unattractive, for a human. Stout and sturdy, overly hippy, more overly busty. Mousy hair, broad face, bristles on her chin, yet everything giving way to startling eyes of icy blue. If not for the haughty manner in which she carried herself, those eyes would have compensated for a multitude of physical traits that could have rendered her ugly. She wore a brass pendant around her neck, inscribed with geometric shapes and swirling sigils.

She stooped beside the wooden tub in the washroom and clutched her pendant in one hand as she muttered the words of a cant. Then she upturned her kaffa mug and water gushed out in an endless flow.

“When Nils said he’d send water, I envisaged teams with buckets,” Nameless said.

“Yes, well we are somewhat more civilized here at the Academy.”

“I can see that.”

“It’s all right if you want to get undressed,” she said. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

“Don’t be so sure, lassie.”

She kept her eyes focused on the water steadily filling the tub, but he had the distinct impression she was smiling.

“Is it hard to draw upon the essence of the Daeg’s dreams to create water like that?” Nameless asked.

“That’s a gross oversimplification of what we sorcerers do.”

Nameless stuck out his bottom lip and nodded. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. Nils—Principal Fargin—tried explaining sorcery to me once.” Two-hundred years ago. “He’d have had more luck teaching a goat to brew beer.”

She set down the mug and held her pendant over the tub. The brass began to glow, and steam started to rise from the water.

“There, that should do you,” she said, turning to leave. “Ain’t you naked yet?” She gave an exaggerated sigh and a roll of her chill blue eyes. “I was going to take your clothes for washing.”

“You have a spell for that, too?”

“No, more’s the pity. Just leave them by the door when you’re done and someone’ll collect them. I’ll bring fresh clothes for you to put on after your bath.”

She lingered in the doorway, looking suddenly sheepish. “I hope I haven’t offended you,” she said. “I’ve been told I can come across a bit harsh. I’m nervous, see. Nils… Principal Fargin speaks highly of you. Said it was an honor for me to tend your needs.”

“And you have tended them, lassie,” Nameless said with a smile. “Admirably.” In truth, he’d enjoyed her abrasiveness. It reminded him of home among the dwarves, where men were men and women even more so.

Her face lit up, her blue eyes glistening. With an awkward curtsy, she said, “Modlin’s my name—in case you need to ask for me. Modlin Arbron. Principal Fargin’s my personal tutor. Do I call you sire? I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s expected.”

“Just Nameless, lassie. And thank you… for the water.”

Her cheeks colored as she backed out of the door and closed it behind her.

***

Nameless had no idea how long he soaked in the tub. He dozed off a number of times—something his pa, Droom, had always warned him never to do. Droom had raised him after his ma, Yalla, died giving birth. It was a shock suddenly thinking of his pa, but the sheer fact of remembering was an improvement on years of near-oblivion in his fissure home. The pall Cordy’s death had cast was slowly fraying, and hearing his pa’s rumbling voice in his head, recalling the smell of his sweat and the rock-dust from the mines, made Nameless both smile and want to cry. How many years had it been since the mine shaft had collapsed and killed Droom? Too many.

No matter how long he lay in the tub, the water never lost its warmth—testament, he supposed, to the sorcerous skill of Modlin. Something about Modlin’s abrasive shyness reminded him of Cordy. Many dwarven women shared similar traits: tough to the point of being ferocious, yet inwardly meek and self-effacing. It was a combination of strength and humility that had long characterized his people, and the more he dwelt on it, the more he missed them, the more he felt the weight of old guilt for stepping down from the throne.

At some point, Modlin came in to lay out clean clothes on the bed. She wandered into the washroom and screamed when she caught sight of him in the tub. Nameless hadn’t laughed so hard in years, but Modlin couldn’t get away fast enough.

“Nothing you haven’t seen before!” he called after her. “I warned you!”

After that, he climbed out of the tub, skin wrinkled from being in the water so long. He dried off with a towel and put on the fresh clothes—a black cotton shirt and oversized britches that had been hemmed up to fit him.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed pulling his boots on when Nils entered the living room with a jug of ale and two tankards. It brought back memories of breakfast aboard the Watchful Wake, when Nameless and Rabnar had started each new day with a drink and the sharing of tales, and Nils—back then a whiskerless youth—had sat apart studying his scrolls and books. “Beer will addle your brains,” he never tired of telling them. It was good to see he’d finally grown up.

Leaving his chainmail on the bed and his helm on the nightstand, Nameless joined Nils at the table in the living room, where the sorcerer was already filling the tankards with ale.

“What happened to the food?” Nameless asked, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “I can feel my muscles wasting away. At this rate I’ll end up looking like a scrawny height-starved human.”

Nils chuckled at that. “Your Zawalian mate’s rustling up some breakfast. Insisted on making enough for me as well, but I don’t eat much these days. You think he’ll mind?”

“Maybe,” Nameless said, “but he’ll buck up when I eat your portion as seconds.” He grabbed a tankard and took a long pull of ale. It was vaguely fruity with a bitter aftertaste. He wiped froth from his beard with his sleeve and caught Nils watching him, a worried expression on his face.

“Don’t let Modlin see ale stains on your clean shirt. She spent hours washing and pressing it for you, not to mention adjusting the length of your britches.”

Nils took a sip of his own ale, and then, remembering old times and Rabnar, they clashed tankards and downed the contents in one.

“Cheers!” Nameless said.

“Cheers!” Nils replied, already pouring them both another.

“So,” Nameless said, “as a senator, you care to give me the inside on what’s been happening with the war?”

Nils dropped his gaze to his ale, studying the depths of his tankard as if he could see the future within. “There’ll be plenty of talk about the war later, when you meet with the Senate’s Select Committee. Let’s save ourselves for it and use the time to remember old friendships. Gawd, the years have flown by, ain’t they?”

“Flown isn’t the word I’d have used, laddie. It’s been more of a torpid crawl.” Nameless’s mood grew somber as he recalled the years at the bottom of the fissure, staring at one wall or another, drinking cheap wine in the darkness, waiting for it all to end. He shuddered and took another slug of ale.

“Must’ve been hard for you,” Nils said. “I’d hoped—Rabnar too—that our adventures on the Sea of Weeping would’ve helped with your grief.”

“They did,” Nameless said. “Until….”

“Until Rabnar passed,” Nils said. “I felt the loss of Rabnar too, like someone had ripped my guts out. Death’s like that, ain’t it? Opens a void within, a big hole that nothing can fill.”

“Aye, laddie, you’re not wrong there. I wonder what happened to Ilesa.”

“She was such a bitch,” Nils said with a sad smile.

“You were sweet on her, though, weren’t you?”

“Was not,” Nils said.

Nameless laughed and shook his head. “Time hasn’t changed you one little bit.”

“Save for the beard,” Nils said. “And the wrinkles. The bunions. The creak of my joints. The pain when I take a—”

“When did we get so old, laddie?”

Nils didn’t answer at first, merely shrugged and looked sullenly into his drink. The question had obviously hit a nerve, as it should have done.

“You’re wondering how come I’m still alive when most everyone else we traveled with kicked the bucket years ago. As I said, when Rabnar died, it left a gulf. He was like a father to me—not like my real dad, thank shog. You both were.” Nils sniffed and chuckled at the same time. “Remember when Rabnar taught you to swim?”

“Aye, laddie.” Nameless smiled at the memory. For an instant, he was back there, splashing away in the warm waters the Watchful Wake had dropped anchor in, the Captain keeping him afloat while a dorsal fin cut through the waves towards them—a dorsal fin that had been an illusion cast by Nils.

“When the crew disbanded and you went wherever you went,” the sorcerer said, “it was just me again. All them places we visited together, the battles, the discoveries… and then nothing.”

“What happened?” Nameless set his tankard down. “What did you do?”

Nils leaned across the table toward him and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Promise you’ll say nothing, especially to any of my colleagues.”

“May my beard molt if I do.”

Nils slumped back in his chair, satisfied. “Have you ever been scared of dying?”

Nameless shook his head. “Can’t say that I have. Dying painfully, perhaps, or from a lingering illness. But what’s there to be afraid of?”

“Nothing, I suppose, if you’re guaranteed a place in Witandos’s feasting hall or the eternal pleroma of the Way. But I ain’t a dwarf, and I’m certainly no Wayist. Remember I told you about my predecessor, Calix Nor?”

“The empty robe you found in his study.”

“Well, after Rabnar, I returned to the Academy. It was all I knew, except for thieving. While we might not have found the limitless wealth Rabnar promised us, I came back to Medryn-Tha a rich man. I resumed my studies and within a few short years got myself a master’s degree in sorcery. Then I did my doctorate on the transubstantiation of matter through the willed application of the Daeg’s psychic discharge—kind of like what I did with that illusory dorsal fin, though with more substance. After my graduation, Calix Nor appointed me Dean of the Faculty of Magic, where I served until we found him missing and presumed dead. The Academy was shaken to its core by what happened to Calix, and rumors abounded. There was a swift convocation, and I was unanimously elected his successor. That, my old friend, is when my troubles started.”

Nameless sipped his ale, listening as Nils went on to explain how he’d grown obsessed by what had happened to Calix Nor, and paranoid lest something similar should happen to him. At first he’d believed Calix a victim of career-minded colleagues envious of his position, but the more he investigated, the more he was led to delve into the research Calix had secretly been conducting in the privacy of his own chambers.

“He went the same way as Silas,” Nils said.

A lump formed in Nameless’s throat. He clenched up inside, feeling he was on the brink of a precipice. His hand shook so much, ale spilled over his fingers. He set the tankard down and drew in a deep breath. Silas Thrall, their onetime companion on that first trip through Cerreth, had been obsessed with one of the Lich Lord’s grimoires. It was an obsession that had ultimately killed him.

“Calix’s notes revealed that he’d been studying Otto Blightey,” Nils said. “I found references to one of Blightey’s nastier writings, the same grimoire Silas studied. I thought it’d been lost forever. Only, it weren’t lost. I found it, hidden away behind a secret panel in Calix’s study.”

“And you destroyed it?”

“I tried. Threw it in the fire, but it didn’t burn. Acid did bugger all. Tried cutting it with scissors, and the blades blunted.” Nils shook his head and shut his eyes. “It whispered to me, Nameless. It whispered.”

“What did it say?”

Nils swallowed and looked away. After a moment, he took a long drink of ale then clutched his tankard to his chest. “Bad stuff. Cruel. It knew me. Knew me inside out, just like Blightey did when he captured me in Cerreth. Every weakness, every desire. The more I struggled against it, the more it mocked me, threatened me, cajoled me. In the end I gave in. I started to read it. From the beginning, feverishly, my heart galloping each time I turned a page. Hour after hour I read, freely now, I thought. Threats gave way to promises of power and security, long life. Immortality. I was to be saved, Nameless. You understand? Saved by a book!”

Nameless shook his head. He didn’t understand. But then, he’d never been bookish, and he was about as far from a sorcerer as you could get. The dwarves had always preferred the earthy, the tangible, the real. Sure, they had their superstitions, and they most certainly didn’t deny the reality of magic, but like the faen of the underworld, such things were best left well alone.

“So, Blightey’s book prolonged your life.” He glanced up at Nils’s long white beard, his impossibly ancient face. “Was it worth it?”

“It prolonged my life, but I suspect that was a side effect,” Nils said. “In all other respects, the grimoire lied. I came to realize that early on, but I couldn’t stop. I kept thinking one more page, one more spell and all would come good. But the more I read, the more it felt like I was losing… substance.” He glanced at Nameless to see if he was believed. “I threw my entire will against the grimoire, and once or twice I almost broke free. But it always drew me back. I knew I was as lost as Calix had been before me. As lost as poor Silas. The grimoire was siphoning off my life force and feeding it to its master.”

“I assume you found some way to break its hold over you,” Nameless said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here now.”

“I locked it away in an iron safe in my chambers. Even went so far as to have a Wayist bishop perform an exorcism. And then I threw away the key. I suffered at first. Couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat. But over time I got better. Sort of. I grew old, like everyone else, but never lacked for energy, and, as you see, I surpassed the lifespan of any other human.

“I now suspect it was no accident my predecessor came into possession of Blightey’s grimoire, and that upon his mysterious death, the book passed to me. Of course, my discovery of it was made to look like the the result of hard work, but if the book had wanted to remain hidden, I’d never have found it. Blightey knows we were friends. If he could’ve drained my life to prolong his own, he’d have found a way to let you know, just to cause you pain.”

“Hasn’t he caused me enough pain?” Nameless asked.

“Apparently not.”

“And you still have the grimoire?”

“It was stolen from my chambers while I was lecturing. Quite recently. Ever since, I’ve felt drained, really old. Who knows, perhaps now I’ll finally get to die, rather that than aging so much I become a lich like Blightey.”

“Stolen? I thought you had sorcerous wards all over the place.”

“We do. No one’s stole nothing from the Academy before.”

“Then the thief was from within. One of your own.”

Nils shook his head. “It’s possible one of our people helped the thief, but no, the culprit came from without. Freed of the book’s control, I ain’t without ways and means. I found him. Sorcerers leave a footprint. In this case, the trail led to Arx Gravis. Even glimpsed the thief in my scrying vision, before he banished me without breaking a sweat. Me! The Principal of Jeridium’s Academy, the preeminent sorcerer of our day!”

“Let me guess,” Nameless said, remembering what he’d seen of the dwarven force outside the city walls. “A Slathian?”

“He’s called Sukhen Sahtis,” Nils said. “Once of the Orsgoth Cabal of Xanthus. All I’ve been able to find out is that he’s been replaced on the Cabal and has allied himself with Queen Gitashan.”

Nameless nodded slowly, piecing it all together. “I knew there was something wrong about this war.”

“I’ve felt it too,” Nils said. “From the outset. This goes far beyond warring factions of dwarves. Beyond Jeridium and its dominance of Medryn-Tha.”

“Otto Blightey,” Nameless said.

“Without a doubt, though whether he’s controlling the Slathian or the other way round, I ain’t got the foggiest. Slathians have innate sorcerous talent that I can only dream of. Perhaps this Sukhen Sahtis is using Blightey and his grimoire.”

“And Thyenna?” Nameless said. “You think Arnoch is marching against Gitashan to prevent whatever Blightey or the Slathian wants to accomplish?”

“Now, that I don’t know,” Nils said. “Maybe. Perhaps. But there are conflicts in the world older than either your civilization or mine. Older than the Vanatusian Empire. If Blightey’s involved….”

A heavy silence settled between them. Nameless eyed his tankard, wondering if he should drink more, but he knew he’d take no pleasure in the ale now. He glanced at Nils, saw his old friend was mulling something over.

“What is it?” Nameless was wringing his hands. A pressure in his chest told him he had an inkling of what Nils was about to say, and that he wasn’t going to like it.

“Cordy.”

They looked at each other for an age, Nameless repeatedly swallowing, clenching and unclenching his fists. His mouth was dry, his lips glued together.

“One thing I’ve learned about Otto Blightey,” Nils said, “is that he don’t just take his revenge cold, he likes it bloody freezing.”

Nils stared long and hard into Nameless’s eyes, and it was plain what he was referring to.

“All these years,” Nameless breathed. “All these shogging years.”

“First you beat him in Verusia, when you took his invulnerable armor. Then, after he killed Silas and he sent his feeders to slaughter the dwarves, you beat him again and led the dwarves to a new life in Arnoch. Both major setbacks for Blightey in his war against the Witch Queen.”

“Aye, and so he came for my Cordy,” Nameless said. “And I took Paxy and shattered his evil shogging skull for what he did to her.”

“And still he survived,” Nils said.

Nameless grunted.

“Which is why we sailed with Rabnar,” Nils went on. “You said Blightey would flee back to Verusia.”

“I know what I said. We wasted months searching for that shog hole, and when we found it at last, I gave up.”

“It was the right thing to do.”

“Aye, Ilesa said the same. She persuaded me to let it go.”

“Ilesa did? I never knew that. I thought it was your idea.”

“It was my choice,” Nameless said.

Nils swallowed, gave a delicate cough into his fist. “Well, it was the right choice. Blightey never returned to Verusia.”

“What?”

“When Gitashan reoccupied Arx Gravis after your abdication, she discovered a shadow in the depths of the ravine. Blightey didn’t flee across the sea. He returned to the Ravine City. To the best of my knowledge, he’s still there.”

“Then we should lead an attack on Arx Gravis,” Nameless said.

“You’re forgetting the small matter of Gitashan and her army. They might’ve been honor-bound to withdraw, but do you think they’ll stand by while you lead an army to the Ravine City? And then there’s Thyenna and the dwarves of Arnoch. There’s a power with them, Nameless. I’ve felt it.”

“What kind of power?”

“I don’t rightly know. Something wards it from my scrying. I have to assume it’s Hekata N’Gat. The dwarves are pieces on a game board, Nameless, and Jeridium is trapped in the middle.”

“Then what should we do?”

He started at a knock at the door, and Rah-Vos Dar entered carrying a tray of food.

“We’ll speak of this again,” Nils said, rising from his chair.

“You are not staying for breakfast?” the Zawalian said.

Nils made a good show of looking flustered. “Meetings to attend, students to bollock. Some other time.” And with that he was off into the corridor and the door shut behind him.

“What were you two talking about?” Rah-Vos Dar asked.

Nameless drew in a long breath, and with it the scent of fresh-baked bread and fried bacon.

Rah-Vos Dar uncovered a dish and Nameless’s stomach growled, its urgent need overpowering the dark things he’d heard.

Nils was right: they could speak of it all later.

 

 




NINETEEN

Tanuk ur Z’adim, the City of Sorcerers—or Xanthus, to give it the official name sanctioned by the Senate of Jeridium—erupted from the plains of the Steppes, a twisted jungle of tar-like structures that had been magically coaxed from the earth. It was said, though without conviction, that the faen of Aranuin had been instrumental in its design, as it was said they had assisted the architects of the dwarven city of Arx Gravis.

Seven hundred and seventy-seven black towers corkscrewed into the sky, rimmed from base to spire with intersecting passageways—hollowed out tubes of the same slick substance the rest of the city had been grown from: ebonacht, the Slathians called it, a resin siphoned from the deepest strata of Aranuin. The effect was a coagulation of black-threaded spiderwebs so densely packed as to give the impression, from a distance, of a dark and shadow-woven cube.

Yet for all its vastness and complexity, Xanthus was not a major city, and certainly no rival for Jeridium. The population was mostly would-be and rogue sorcerers from among the humans—those too dumb or too depraved to gain entry to Jeridium’s famed Academy. What they learned in Xanthus was crude in comparison to the lore the Slathian ruling class reserved for themselves. The magic they were taught relied heavily on metal craftings designed to provide a rudimentary access to the essence that permeated Aosia. Either that, or the blood of animals. Humans had so little essence of their own, they needed artificial aids for their sorcery.

Nyra breathed in the view, mind churning with memories of her former life in Xanthus, most of them bitter, one or two sweet. Her father was a prominent member of the ruling Orsgoth Cabal, so named for the city’s founder back before Sektis Gandaw brought the first settlers from Vanatus.

Nyra grew aware of the cold crawl of trepidation in her veins. Even before leaving Xanthus, Nyra had endured suspicious glances and muttered insults, on account of her human blood. The only reason it hadn’t been worse was because of the fear her father commanded. It was a fear she had felt herself, ever since she could remember, and it was only growing stronger as she hesitated on the brink of the city. Four years she’d been away from Xanthus, without his permission. It was unlikely Sukhen Sahtis was going to welcome her with open arms. Of course, he might not have returned from his quest to Tho’Agoth. Perhaps he’d fallen victim to the snares of the Witch Queen, same as their ancestor Jaltak Sahtis had decades ago.

Not for the first time, Nyra wished Caelin had accompanied her, but Mollos was insistent that she go alone, claiming that a human in the white robes of a Wayist would not be granted admission to Xanthus, save on a silver platter as a main course. Ordinarily, Mollos would have been right, but Nyra had felt Caelin’s essence. The full-blood Slathians in Xanthus would detect it without thinking, and they would know that the Wayist couldn’t possibly be human. It would have intrigued them.

She hadn’t raised her objection. The less Mollos knew, the better; and if Caelin had any inkling of what she was, she was keeping it secret for a reason.

Far to the south, she could just make out the jagged ruins of the Mountain of Ocras. Over the years since his defeat, Sektis Gandaw’s former base had been the target of salvage expeditions by chancers who sought to make their fortune stripping the tower of its ocras cladding.

Nyra glanced back at the dark specks of the refugees, where they had stopped half a mile east of the city. They had trekked through the morning and were exhausted. If not for her fear, she would have been too.

There was no sign of the pursuing dwarves and their reptilian draca. Nyra thought about using her sorcerous sight to seek them out, but that would have required more essence than she could draw upon in the plains. No natural life flourished in the vicinity of Xanthus, and in any case, if her father had indeed returned home, he was attenuated to her sorcery. He would detect it, and she wasn’t ready to face him just yet.

***

As she drew near the outer structures of Xanthus, Nyra felt the probe of sorcery. She granted a questing feeler access to her mind, and it swiftly withdrew, satisfied. The Slathians charged with watching the approach to the city recognized their own.

The Gate of Ulmar loomed before her, the only way into Xanthus from the east. It was a freestanding ellipse of utter blackness. Either side, she could see the obsidian streets, the tortuous towers, the interconnecting passageways of ebonacht overhead. Unwary visitors might think they could forego the formal entrance and walk around the gate. Many had tried. All had been reduced to ashes by forbidding sorcery.

She could make out people going about their business in the open—what the Slathians contemptuously referred to as the city’s underbelly. The humans wanting to be sorcerers had made the spaces outside the towers and web of passageways their own, littered it with market places where they could barter for the comforts of home and retain some semblance of their old way of life. Occasionally, Slathians would join them, wolves among sheep, looking for something special to eat.

Nyra had never partaken of human flesh, though her father had often tried to tempt her. He’d grown angry that she wouldn’t even taste it; angrier still when she said her mother’s side wouldn’t let her, that her human blood was stronger than the Slathian nature she’d inherited from him.

Her hand shook as she reached out to touch the shadow-substance of the Gate of Ulmar. Her fingers disappeared into its unfathomable darkness, and she ceased to feel them. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and stepped through.

Nyra gasped as multiple streams of consciousness sunk their hooks and barbs into her. She offered no resistance. This time, the intruder withdrew slowly, and Nyra opened her eyes onto the absolute blackness of the gate’s interior. Her heart fluttered about her ribcage. Were they going to detain her here, in the void-space between locations? Or had something gone wrong with the gate? It wouldn’t be the first time. Her father had told her of at least a score of Slathians over the centuries who had vanished upon entering the Gate of Ulmar or one of the countless smaller portals dotted throughout the city. The official explanation was that they had been lost to oblivion due to random fluctuations in the void-stuff; but those select few schooled in the darkest arts of sorcery—and Sukhen Sahtis was among them—had a different theory: the portals, like the ebonacht that formed the city, had a capricious will of their own, and for reasons known only to them had sent the missing Slathians straight to the underworld.

“Nyra, daughter of Sukhen,” a man’s voice said, and immediately she was standing in a circular vestibule with ebonacht walls, floor and ceiling suffused with the violet glow of sorcerous dark light. Corridors of ebonacht led away in a dozen directions. Of the gate, there was no more sign.

A full-blood Slathian stood before her, robed in the scarlet of a Watcher, yellow eyes slanted as he studied her. The leathery skin of his face was pulled tight in a grin that could have been a grimace, black lips parted to reveal teeth filed to sharp points. “This is an unexpected surprise.”

Nyra didn’t know this man. For a Slathian, he was young. Younger even than she was. And while he’d read her identity through his contact with her mind, she hadn’t wanted to arouse suspicion by reciprocating.

Removing her headscarf now that there was no need to disguise her ears, Nyra crammed it into her pocket and strode for the corridor opposite. As a member of the Sahtis family, she was as far above this low-caste Watcher as it was possible to be. Her father had taught her that lesson well: how she was expected to treat all others with disdain, save for the members of the thirteen elder families.

“A moment, please,” the Watcher said.

When Nyra turned back to face him, he lowered his eyes. She could sense the casting of one of his mental streams, felt it embed itself in the wall of the chamber. He was communing with someone in command—perhaps even her father.

“You are to report to the Spire. The Cabal wish to see you.”

Nyra swallowed. While she’d come to Xanthus to speak with them, she hadn’t expected to be summoned the second she entered the city. The Orsgoth Cabal had far more pressing matters to attend to than the return of a prodigal daughter. It only confirmed her fear that Sukhen Sahtis had indeed made it home from Tho’Agoth.

***

Nyra took the long way to the Spire, across the city’s underbelly, where she’d always felt more comfortable. At least the Watcher hadn’t insisted on her being accompanied, which meant the Cabal weren’t accusing her of a crime. But it would still be foolish to keep them waiting. Any sign of disrespect toward the city’s rulers would not be tolerated; and then there would be the retribution of her angry relatives, if she brought the Sahtis family name into any more disrepute than she already had.

Stalls sold steaming mugs of kaffa, and her stomach growled at the aroma of fried bacon. Humans—men and women—pored over scrolls and notes and spell books as they waited in line for something to eat. They were all dressed for maximum effect in hooded robes of black or scarlet or mauve; one or two even went so far as to sport pointy hats.

It had always been a wonder to Nyra that these students of sorcery seldom took a break from their studies, as if they needed to squeeze the most out of their minuscule lifespans if they were going to achieve true mastery. The only shame was, the scraps of knowledge the Slathians meted out to them were barely enough to make them competent beginners at best. By the time they came to know it, they would be long gone from Xanthus, still too inept to pass the Academy’s entrance exams, and fit only for a life of charlatanism, selling dubious potions and working minor cantrips for jilted lovers. The real genius was that these sorcerers, whom the Senate of Jeridium referred to as “rogue”, invariably took out their resentment on their own establishment, and never on the Slathians of Xanthus, who had promised them everything yet delivered only fools’ gold.

Nyra caught sight of a horse-drawn two-wheeler and waved it down—another aspect of their own society the humans had introduced to Xanthus, no doubt because the pale-skinned, undernourished sorcerers were too lazy or too feeble to walk. Unscrupulous drivers charged exorbitant fees to take them from place to place, whereas the Slathians glided effortlessly around Xanthus’s network of intersecting passageways, ascending and descending through apertures of void-stuff set into the floors and ceilings.

Everything about the ebonacht architecture of Xanthus was designed to enhance the lives of the Slathians who lived there. Rapid movement between the Seven Hundred and Seventy-Seven towers; a constant flow of essence via the ebonacht, drawn up through the city’s long and questing roots beneath the earth; and a means of communicating mind to mind that required only the connection of a sorcerer’s mental stream to any part of the infrastructure.

“Where to?” the driver asked, immediately lowering his eyes when he saw Nyra’s ears.

“The Spire.” She climbed up into the cramped carriage behind him. “Cabal business.”

Coming from a Slathian—even a half-blood—that was as good as saying, “So don’t expect to get paid.”

***

Nyra exited the carriage at the base of the Spire. If she’d had any money on her, she would have paid the driver, but when he pulled away with a muttered curse, she was glad that she hadn’t.

The ebonacht tower glistened with ice crystals from the recent winter blasts, its heights obscured by the hundreds of dark tubes branching off it at every level.

As she approached the entrance—a smaller version of the Gate of Ulmar—the seven Cabal Guards on duty stood aside to let her through. A rarity among Slathians, those entrusted with the defense of the Orsgoth Cabal were warriors as well as sorcerers. They were armored in ebonacht plate and conical helms. Each carried a two-handed great sword, also of ebonacht, with arcane writing engraved upon the blade. The script was in the language of Aranuin.

She entered through the darkness of the portal, wincing as dozens of mental strands ripped into her mind. Not at all like the quick check she’d experienced entering the city; this time no stone was left unturned as the Watchers scourged her consciousness. There was no point throwing up defenses: it would only make matters worse.

The streams withdrew from her, and Nyra gasped. Within the oblivion of the portal, she shook.

The darkness resolved into soothing violet light. She was in the vast entrance hall that took up almost the entire base of the Spire. Ebonacht corridors beyond counting led away in every direction, in front of each a scarlet-robed Watcher.

She recognized the old Slathian woman hobbling toward her—Quila Zamor, who had been Chief Servitor to the Orsgoth Cabal since before Nyra was born.

“They grow impatient,” Quila said, taking hold of Nyra’s elbow and guiding her beneath the portal in the middle of the high ceiling.

The Chief Servitor had always treated her with respect, even a little affection, but now she seemed unwilling to meet Nyra’s eyes.

Darkness closed in around Nyra, compressing her vision to a sliver, a crack, an infinitesimal point. A rush of air, the pop of her ears, then a giddying blur as she shot upwards through the portal. Her stomach catapulted into her mouth, then Nyra appeared in the waiting room outside the Cabal’s sanctum. She staggered and nearly fell, swallowing down bile.

The Slathian at the desk beside the sanctum doors looked up blearily, as if he were bored. “You can go straight in. They know you are here. Not the pack, though. Leave that with me.”

There was something different about the twin doors as they swung open of their own accord. When Nyra had come here previously, the doors had been pure ebonacht, with the appearance of melted wax. But now they were clad with smooth panels of green-veined black.

Shrugging her backpack off, she dropped it on the floor in front of the desk, the bump setting her mandola’s strings ringing. The Slathian’s bat-ears twitched, and he shook his head with disdain.

As Nyra stepped through the entrance, her mind went blank. For a terrifying instant, she could no longer feel her mental streams, but as soon as she passed the threshold, they were there once more.

The first thing she did was seek out her father among the figures seated upon the thirteen ebonacht thrones that formed a circle around the heart of the chamber. Only nine of the thrones were occupied, and none by Sukhen Sahtis.

All nine Slathians wore the traditional robes of the Cabal, which had the appearance of being woven from soot. Each sported a ring of ebonacht, which gave them immediate access to the full repository of the city’s stored essence. It made them lethal, more than a match for any regular sorcerer, so long as they remained within the city. It was why Xanthus had endured so long, even surviving the long persecution of Sektis Gandaw and the aggressive expansionism of Jeridium.

An ancient woman, leathery face creased with furrows, long ears tufted with grey fur, gestured for Nyra to move to the dais at the center of the circle of thrones.

A fizzing pop caused Nyra to turn. A tenth Slathian appeared on his throne. Teleportation was a feat only the greatest sorcerers had accomplished, and even fewer used due to the sheer amount of essence required. But the Cabal had no such limitations. To them, teleportation in and around Xanthus was part of their daily life.

Three more fizzing pops followed in quick succession, and then all thirteen thrones were occupied. The Cabal was complete. Sukhen Sahtis, it seemed, had lost his position. Maybe he was dead. The thought only filled Nyra with numbness.

“Well, isn’t this fortuitous?” the last to arrive said, a woman not much older than Nyra. She had one emerald eye, the other clouded and yellow. For a full-blood Slathian, she was striking, almost beautiful, the toughened skin of her face devoid of the wrinkles and furrows of most of her kind.

“Serendipitous,” an old man said, fangs protruding over his bottom lip as he spoke. “The half-blood daughter of Sukhen Sahtis—your predecessor, Kyatha Vilyth,” he added, addressing the woman with the green and yellow eyes.

“My father didn’t come back from Tho’Agoth?”

No one answered.

“Is he dead?”

“Regrettably not,” the snaggletoothed man said.

“Then what?”

“We will answer your questions in due course,” the ancient woman said. “But first, tell us what brings you back to Xanthus.” Her nostrils flared. “And smelling so strongly of humans.”

“Has news reached you from Malfen?” Nyra asked.

More exchanged looks, but if they knew about the invasion, no one was saying.

Briefly, she told them about the coming of the dwarves, and how she’d fled with a band of refugees. “Illius wouldn’t harbor us,” she said, “and as we left their lands, we spotted a force of dwarves and what looked like draca heading our way.”

“Well, isn’t that interesting?” Kyatha Vilyth said.

Another of the Cabal members sniggered, then tried to disguise it behind a long-taloned hand.

“I come with a request,” Nyra said. She felt foolish even raising Mollos’s proposal. Something else was going on here; something that made her uncomfortable, as if she were the butt of a capricious joke.

“You mean you came to beg,” Kyatha Vilyth said. “Not only do you smell like a human, half-blood, but you also act like one.”

Nyra glared, and in response Kyatha Vilyth raised an eyebrow. Realizing she would get nowhere but dead if she challenged a Cabal member, Nyra sucked in a deep breath and turned her attention to the ancient woman.

“The leader of the refugees from Malfen, a man named Grigor Mollos, asks for a meeting.”

The ancient woman smiled, but it was a smile devoid of warmth. “The daughter of a former Cabalist doing the bidding of a human?” She shook her head. “Have you no thought for the reputation of your family? Your father, were he here, would be ashamed of you.” She leaned forward out of her throne. “Though, perhaps, it is you who should be ashamed of him.”

Thirteen sets of eyes willed Nyra to ask why. She decided not to play their game. She was wasting her time here. Anger rising like a fiery tide within her, she turned to face the double doors and stepped from the dais.

Sorcerous strands struck her from behind, intertwining with her own, wrapping around them and binding them tight. Suppressing a scream, she tried to run, but her legs wouldn’t obey. Helpless to resist, she was compelled to turn back around.

The ancient woman’s head was cocked to one side, her eyes ever so slightly narrowed in concentration. There was a cruel twist to her lips when she spoke. “As Kyatha Vilyth said, your arrival is fortuitous.”

With a wave of her hand, a section of the ebonacht wall slid open, and from a chamber Nyra had never suspected of being there, out stepped a dwarf.

“Allow me to introduce Lord Rafnar Baig,” the ancient woman said.

The dwarf was dressed for the road in a heavy coat, a broad-brimmed hat, woolen britches, and sturdy boots.

Implications were already racing through Nyra’s mind, but before she could string any two thoughts together, the dwarf said, “So, this is Sukhen Sahtis’s daughter. Funny, I assumed she’d be ugly, like the rest of you.” He grinned, sparkling eyes taking in the Cabalists on their thrones. The fact that none of them reacted to the slight made Nyra wonder what exactly the dwarf was doing here; what power he had over them.

“By the authority invested in me by Queen Thyenna of Arnoch,” Rafnar Baig said to Nyra, holding up his hand to show her a gem-studded ring, “I order that you be detained until the arrival of the Queen’s Fifth Regiment.”

To the Cabalists, silent upon their thrones and either subservient or complicit, he said, “Put her with the other one.”

 

 




TWENTY

As dusk drew near, Caelin stood at the edge of the refugees’ camp, staring toward the dark cube on the horizon that was the City of Xanthus.

Nyra had been gone for hours, and it was starting to get concerning. They’d not spoken since Nyra smeared Caelin’s face with blood, after using her for sorcery. How, Caelin wasn’t sure, but she’d felt it tangibly: a tug in her guts. A theft. Not something she wanted to experience again.

But Caelin was a Wayist—funny how she still needed to remind herself of that. She wasn’t supposed to hold grudges. She should have spoken to Nyra before she left, made things right between them.

What troubled her most was why she cared. Something about Nyra called to her; had done ever since she used to watch the skald perform in Malfen. The feeling was so strong, she almost thought it was sexual, but that was absurd.

Caelin squinted as she registered movement east of the city. The dust cloud they had seen earlier: the dwarves and their draca. Not pursuing the refugees, as she had first thought, but on a beeline for Xanthus.

“Time we were off,” Mollos said, approaching from behind. “If Nyra found favor with the Cabal, she’d have been back hours ago. Either she’s dead, or she’s sold us out. She is half Slathian, you know. It’s immaterial, anyway. If the dwarves take Xanthus, our request for sanctuary is a going to be a moot point.”

“That’s not an invasion force,” Caelin said. “There are too few of them.”

“So what are they here for, then?”

“No idea.” But Caelin could guess. War was never as straightforward as people imagined. Deals were struck, alliances forged—willingly or otherwise. Something like that had occurred with Darik Gan of Illius, she was certain of it.

“Well, we’re not waiting around to find out,” Mollos said. “We leave before nightfall. South then west, toward the Mountain of Ocras.”

Caelin nodded absently. Mollos was right: too much was at stake for the refugees to remain here. Despite the dangers of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain and its surrounds, they were running out of options.

“I’ll join you later,” she said. “I want to see what the dwarves are up to.”

Mollos gave her a questioning look. “I tell you, she’s dead already, at best.” He turned and walked away towards the camp.

You’re wrong. Caelin was surprised by the certainty of her conviction. She could almost smell Nyra’s fear; feel her despair that she was lost and no one was coming for her.

And then she knew it was back: the unerring sense that had guided her during her military campaigns and given her an edge as a strategist. All this time as a Wayist she’d not experienced it once. She’d been told by her superiors that such power was from Mananoc the Deceiver. Even now, a part of her believed them.

But what if they were wrong? The fruits of the Way’s goodness hadn’t always been apparent in the actions of the Church. No one was perfect, Caelin knew that more than most. True holiness, she’d been taught at the seminary in Jeridium, was to treat everything in life as the direct dealing of the Way with your soul. Nothing happened without a reason. If her ability had just now resurfaced, why shouldn’t that be at the will of the Way, as with everything else?

And with that thought her resolve was fixed. As the dwarven contingent reached the outer limits of Xanthus and began to set up camp, she removed her white robe. Beneath were the black shirt and leather britches she’d worn as a soldier. She took her sword from her pack and fastened the scabbard to her belt. The pack, with the Book of the Way inside, she almost left behind, but guilt made her shrug into its straps and carry it on her back.

As she ran toward the city, more of her long-dormant power reawakened, increasing her speed, lightening her step, uniting every limb, every muscle into one harmonious flow of movement, economical, precise, lethal. She sensed what little daylight remained bending around her, rendering her no more than a blur to ordinary sight.

Closer now, the city no longer resembled a tightly-packed cube. Its tortuous towers loomed before her, connected one to another by branches of what looked like molded tar.

East of the city, the dwarves had parked their chariots in a circle, corralling the gigantic goats that pulled them. The black-scaled draca were sprawled on the ground, motionless, a dwarf handler with a long stave standing over each. A small group of armored dwarves was making its way toward an ellipse of utter blackness on the city’s eastern side. One by one, they stepped into it and vanished.

Caelin veered to the left, her ability warning her to enter Xanthus another way. As she slipped past the base of a tower and beneath the latticework of branches radiating out from it, she felt the violence of sorcerous wards rise from the ground, only to bend around her the way that light did.

Following the unerring tug of her senses, a ghost amid the shadows, she raced towards the center of the city.

***

The cell the Cabal Guards shoved Nyra into was walled with ebonacht, but the door was the same green-veined black she had seen on the entrance to the Cabal’s sanctum. An old woman, grey hair draped over her face, was slumped against the wall opposite.

The door shut behind Nyra with a muffled thud. Instinctively, she turned and pushed against it, then hammered with her fists, scratched at it with her nails.

She’d not been confined like this since a child, when Sukhen Sahtis had locked her in the closet as punishment for learning songs instead of memorizing sorcerous calculations.

One by one her nails broke, her fingertips smearing the dark metal—or was it stone?—of the door with blood. In a panic she reached for her well, but it was empty. Instead, she drew upon her own essence—that within her organs, her veins, her marrow. In the absence of an ebonacht ring like the ones worn by the Cabalists, the trickle of energy she could have drawn from the city wouldn’t be enough, and in any case, it would have been detected straight away. Frantically, she wove her mental streams together and drove them like a spike into the door. But when she funneled a blast of destructive sorcery through her streams, it fizzled out with no effect.

She dredged up more of her own essence and tried again, and still nothing happened. Her stomach knotted, and she felt thinner somehow, deflated. Her breaths grew shallow and rapid. She couldn’t get enough air. It wasn’t the first time she’d panicked in a confined space, but knowing what was happening to her and stopping it were two different things. She needed to breathe. Needed to get out. For the third time, she reached for her own essence.

“Cease, child,” the old woman said from behind her. “The door is clad with ocras, the mystic ore of Aranuin. It absorbs all force, even sorcery.”

“Ocras?” Of course! How many times had she described the enchanted ore in her stories? But never before had she seen it, and here in Xanthus she would never have expected to. Besides the faen, only the dwarves had the skill and the tools to work the impregnable ore. And ocras was anathema to Slathians, due to its ability to nullify their sorcery.

Nyra closed her eyes to calm herself. She forced herself to take a long, slow breath. Her knees buckled, and she pressed her palms to the surface of the door for support. Sweat streamed from her brow, stinging her eyes. She took another deep breath, shuddering as the panic released its grip.

Her mental streams separated out from the spike she’d twisted them into and settled back into their familiar equilibrium. Clear thought returned, and with it the realization she’d heard the old woman’s voice before—once, when she’d been but six. It had been during the ritual day of mourning for Nyra’s mother. Prior to that, Clymathra Sahtis had wanted nothing to do with her half-blood granddaughter, and she’d gone back to pretending Nyra didn’t exist every day since.

“Are you not going to face me, girl?”

Nyra caught herself holding her breath. Girl was about how she felt right now. This woman, who should have doted on her, had made it publicly known that she viewed Nyra as dirt. Clymathra had been angry with Sukhen Sahtis for sullying himself with a human mate, but mothers always forgave sons. The get of that distasteful coupling, though, was too much a reminder of the family’s shame. And what’s more, Nyra had long suspected that it was her grandmother who had insisted upon Sukhen Sahtis disposing of her mother. Probably the old hag had been the one to baste the corpse for eating.

“Please, Nyra, look at me.”

Please? That was a word seldom uttered by a Slathian of Clymathra’s standing. She was the family elder, the matriarch. As a sorcerer, there were only one or two who could rival her, and even that was uncertain.

“I beg you….” This time the old woman’s voice broke, and she began to cry.

Slowly, Nyra peeled herself away from the door.

Clymathra had pushed her hair back and lifted her chin. Both her ears had been clipped—a mark of shame reserved only for criminals and enemies of the city. Her face was a mess of welts and bruises. Her wrists were abraded raw—likely the result of manacles.

The shock of seeing such a proud and powerful woman reduced to this overcame a lifetime of rejection and resentment—and if Nyra were honest, fear. She stumbled across the cell and dropped to her knees.

“Grandmother, what have they done to you?”

Clymathra chuckled, but doing so brought on a fit of coughing. “Grandmother….” She chewed the word like gristle. She closed her eyes and smiled. “I am a foolish old woman. Proud, self-absorbed, fossilized by tradition.” Her eyes opened and she held Nyra’s gaze. “I wanted perfection for my son, but he formed his own ideas of what that was. He rebelled against my wishes, as you would later rebel against his. Listening to him rant about the daughter who spurned sorcery in favor of music, I learned a lot about myself.” She reached out and touched Nyra’s cheek with a slender finger. “Can you forgive me?”

Nyra turned her face aside. This was too much. When the dwarf in the Cabal’s sanctum—Lord Rafnar Baig—had said to imprison her with “the other one,” Nyra hadn’t even considered who that could be; and if she had, Clymathra Sahtis would have been the last person she expected to share a cell with. Her grandmother was also the last person Nyra would have expected an apology from. She wanted so much to be able to accept it, to take the old woman’s hand in hers and tell her that she forgave her, that what’s done was done and things between them were mended. But it wouldn’t be true. Words couldn’t make up for the black pit that was her childhood.

“He….” she said, swallowing. “My father—”

“I know,” Clymathra said. “All along, I knew. I could have stopped him, but I was so angry at you… for being born. I should not have asked, Nyra. Of course you cannot forgive me. But perhaps you can pretend I am someone else—an old woman close to the end of her life who has started to see herself for what she is. An old woman who may yet help you survive this.”

“What’s going on here?” Nyra asked. “Why is there a dwarf in the sanctum?”

“Rafnar Baig arrived weeks ago, an envoy from Queen Thyenna of Arnoch. He brought with him a wagonload of ocras, a gift from his people to ours. Against my advice, the Cabal granted him entry into the city. Some among them saw an opportunity: with ocras cladding on the doors of the sanctum, they would be safeguarded against higher sorcerers excluded from their gatherings.” Her eyes flicked toward the door of the cell. “And they would have a way of containing those more powerful than they whom they saw as a threat.”

“How were you a threat?” Nyra asked. Clymathra Sahtis, whatever else she might have been, was revered throughout Xanthus, an example of what every Slathian aspired to be.

“I was not. My fate was decided by Rafnar Baig. His real reason for coming to Xanthus, you see, was not friendship. Queen Thyenna sought knowledge of a Slathian who had fled to Arnoch for succor, then, as she sees it, betrayed her.” When Nyra frowned her incomprehension, the old woman said, “Your father. My son.”

“My father fled to Arnoch?”

“From Tho’Agoth,” Clymathra said. “Rafnar Baig took great pleasure in telling me how petrified my son was, how he begged them to take him captive, to lock him in the deepest of their dungeons… where she could not reach him.”

“The Witch Queen?”

“Yes, child. Hekata N’Gat. Your father’s obsession, which he inherited from my father—your great grandfather—Jaltak Sahtis.”

Nyra knew the tale: how Jaltak had come into possession of one of the Witch Queen’s artifacts—a ring. The ring had been a lure, and had drawn him north to the Grave City. Stories abounded as to the fate Jaltak met at the Witch Queen’s hands, and none of them ended well. Where the stories came from was anyone’s guess: made up by human bards with a talent for the melodramatic was Nyra’s theory, but some claimed the tale had come from Tho’Agoth itself, a rumor to fire the imagination and draw those with a sense of adventure into the same trap.

“I begged him not to go,” Clymathra said, “but Sukhen has always been driven. You know this more than most. Even gaining a seat on the Cabal was not enough for him. Always seeking an advantage, knowledge that no one else possessed. Always wanting to be the best.”

“If he hadn’t gone….” Nyra said, trailing off when the old woman took hold of her hand.

“You would never have had the opportunity to get out of Xanthus,” Clymathra said. “I sensed your departure. Could have prevented it.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“I am sorry, Nyra, but the truth is—”

“You were glad I left. It made it easier to forget that I existed.”

“I see this now.”

Silence settled between them, Nyra at once wanting to reject her grandmother’s hand clasping hers, and at the same time gripping it tightly.

Finally, the old woman spoke. “You must not be angry with your father. It is fear that drives him. Fear that he is not a powerful enough sorcerer. Fear that he will not live up to the family name. Fear that he could not raise you as a Slathian should be raised, so you could take your place in our society.”

“You think I’d want to?”

Clymathra waved away the question with a shaky hand. “My point is that I know my son, perhaps better than he knows himself. I have ever been attuned to the blood of our family—even yours. I feel everything: your pain, your resentment, your desires. Even the depravity of your couplings.”

Nyra felt the hot flush of shame on her cheeks. She’d lain with humans for money, but at the same time, it had been a conscious rejection of her Slathian nature, a repudiation of all Sukhen Sahtis wanted her to be.

“I even felt my father Jaltak’s terror as if it were my own, then the shock of emptiness when he met his end in Tho’Agoth,” Clymathra said with a shudder. “I vowed never to experience such a thing again. But then I felt the same terror in my son. I steeled myself against the oblivion certain to follow, but somehow Sukhen survived. I have tried to find out how, but the Grave City is cocooned in darkness so thick, even I could not penetrate it. Believe me, I have tried with all the means at my disposal.

“Sukhen still carries that terror within him. It was terror that drove him to Arnoch, and terror that made him run again. He left something behind in Arnoch, some kind of artifact he must have stolen from the Witch Queen. This much Rafnar Baig revealed. Whatever it was, Sukhen could not wait to be rid of it.”

“But my father didn’t return to Xanthus?” Nyra asked. “Why?”

Clymathra shrugged. “Perhaps he would not have felt safe here. Maybe he knew Thyenna was in contact with the Cabal.”

“Then where?”

“Arx Gravis,” Clymathra said. “Sukhen fled back across the Farfall Mountains and took refuge in the Ravine City. This is why Thyenna feels betrayed. Your father, she believes, has sided with Queen Gitashan in what amounts to a dwarven civil war.”

“But if the dwarves of Arnoch couldn’t protect my father—”

“I do not think it was the dwarves he sought in Arx Gravis. I have seen things, Nyra… in the Abyssal Pool.”

Nyra withdrew her hand from the old woman’s. She felt suddenly cold. The Abyssal Pool was contained in a chamber accessible only to the most powerful sorcerers in Xanthus—those with the desire to become oracles. Legends said the black waters of the pool were in reality the blood of Mananoc, the result of a pact made between the Deceiver and the first Slathian oracle, Havut Queth.

“What…” Nyra said. “What have you seen?”

“Shadows on the walls. A clotting of the dark. Something lurking in the bowels of Arx Gravis. It is cunning, Nyra. Possessed of a terrible intelligence. And it knows how to mask itself from scrying.”

“And my father fled to this… thing?”

“Perhaps with good reason,” Clymathra said. “My guess is the dwarves of Arnoch fear it, though I could be wrong. There was a desperation to Rafnar Baig’s questioning of me.” Clymathra flinched at some memory. “He wanted to know all there is to know about Sukhen—powers, weaknesses, connections, research. Of course, I told him nothing, but Rafnar Baig let slip that your father advises Queen Gitashan of Arx Gravis and wields sorcery on her behalf. He grew angry when he realized I had learned more from him than he from me. He intends to send me—and now you, I suspect—to Thyenna. The Queen no doubt has torturers far more accomplished in extracting the truth.”

Nyra felt her panic start to rise once more. She looked around at the walls of their cell, at the impregnable ocras door.

“Do not worry, child,” Clymathra said. “I have made my choice. I will not let them harm you.”

Before Nyra could respond, she heard the click-thunk of the lock, and the door swung open.

At first she didn’t recognize the priestess without her white robe. Caelin was dressed like an assassin, in black. In one hand she clutched her sword, the blade stained with dark Slathian blood. In the other she held Nyra’s pack, the neck of her mandola protruding from the top. The scars on Caelin’s face seemed sharper somehow, raw and threatening; and there was about her a vigor and vitality that hadn’t been there before. When she stepped inside and pushed the door to, there was a fluidity to her movements that surpassed even the deadly grace she’d shown when they practiced in the Forest of Illius.

With one sweep of her grey eyes, the priestess took in the cell and the old woman beside Nyra. “Who is this?”

Nyra glanced at her grandmother. “Clymathra Sahtis. My father’s mother.” Her voice sounded hollow in her head. Questions leapt out at her from every angle, but they were drowned in the roiling emotions threatening to break her down into weeping.

Caelin had come for her.

For the second time, the priestess had risked herself to save Nyra.

Why?

Shaking herself to retain control, she asked instead, “How did you get into the city?”

“With ease, I assume,” Clymathra said. “She is a sluagh, as the dwarves would say—a slayer. A perfect killer. The Daeg dreams all the husks of Medryn-Tha into existence, but under the pall of Mananoc’s corruption, the sleeping god’s dreams once grew terrifying and dark, producing all manner of monsters. Long ago, I encountered a sluagh. A lesser sorcerer would not have survived.”

“I’m a Wayist,” Caelin said. “A descendant of the first settlers from Vanatus.” She looked to Nyra for support, but Nyra averted her eyes.

Clymathra could see much more than she could, but Nyra had already determined that Caelin was no human. Caelin was a husk, and now she knew what kind. In the stories, sluagh surfaced only rarely, and when they did it was to turn the tide of a war. They passed through enemy camps unseen; they were swifter than the wind and just as elusive. And they were almost impossible to kill.

“I don’t disagree that you believe that,” the old woman told Caelin. “But your seething essence betrays your true nature.”

A tic started up under Caelin’s eye. “There’s no time for this.” To Nyra she said, “The dwarven force has entered the city. They’re heading this way.”

Presumably Rafnar Baig had summoned them to take Clymathra, and now Nyra, to Queen Thyenna.

“You can get us out?” Nyra asked, already trying to help her grandmother stand.

Clymathra waved her away. “I lack the strength. You must flee to the Mountain of Ocras. There is one there who watches. He knows more than I.”

The tramp of boots came from outside the cell.

“Too late,” Caelin said, stepping to one side of the door. “Follow my lead, Nyra, and stay close.”

“But we can’t leave her,” Nyra said, clutching her grandmother’s hand.

Clymathra tilted her head, as if listening. “The entire city has been alerted to your intrusion, sluagh. I doubt even you could fight your way out, and I will not let you risk my granddaughter.”

Nyra felt the rush of essence leaving the old woman. “What are you doing?” she asked. “The door is ocras, remember?”

“But not the walls,” Clymathra said, closing her eyes. “The Cabalists are such fools.”

The old woman’s lips continued to move as she uttered cants beneath her breath. The air about her began to warp and fold in on itself.

“Grandmother!” Nyra cried. Pressure built within her skull, constricted her lungs.

The sound of the door opening. Nyra turned as if she swam through molasses. The blurry shapes of dwarves entered the cell. Caelin’s sword lagged as it swung towards them. A wheezing rasp came from Clymathra, and Nyra screamed as her grandmother deflated like a punctured wineskin: “Grand-grand-grand… mother-mother-mother….”

Light, sound, sensation all converged into a single, infinitesimal point—

***

Nyra burst back into existence, acutely aware of the loamy earth beneath her feet. She swooned and fell. Strong arms caught her.

“What happened?” Caelin’s voice was tight with suppressed panic. “Where are we?”

It was dark, too dark to see, other than the sprinkle of stars, the pocked faces of the two smaller moons, one red the other white. A chill breeze was blowing, carrying with it the stink of rotting vegetation and sulfur.

Nyra lashed out with her mental streams, latched onto nearby essence. To her sorcerous vision, it appeared as swaying stalks of silver light—some kind of reeds, perhaps, the spaces around them teeming with sparks and darting dashes of argent: insects, maybe, and fish or tadpoles, the spaces they swam in pockets of water. She drew in just enough essence to send a glowing sphere into the night sky.

They stood upon marshy ground at the edge of a huge expanse of swampland. Mangroves encroached the waterway wherever it met banks of silt, their roots a tangle of slime-coated claws. Behind the trees, an endless jungle of creepers and briars, mist rising from the earth like fetid breath. A series of plops hit the water as frogs dove for cover from the sudden light, and a chorus of croaking erupted from the reed beds.

“The Sour Marsh,” Nyra whispered, only now realizing what her grandmother had done. She turned slowly until she faced a looming dark shape in the distance. With hushed awe, she said, “The Mountain of Ocras.”

Caelin gripped her arm too tightly for mere support. The priestess was afraid. No, she was confused, Nyra realized. Out of her depth. An intolerable state for a woman who strove so hard to be the one in control. “Your grandmother,” Caelin said, “she told you to flee here, but—”

Nyra stopped her with a finger to her lips. Without breaking eye contact, she lowered the same finger to Caelin’s sword, wincing as she cut herself on the edge of the blade. Caelin didn’t even blink. Nonchalantly, Nyra flicked blood in the direction of the reeds then sucked her finger.

“Here,” Caelin said, cutting a strip from the hem of her shirt with her sword and binding Nyra’s cut.

“My grandmother brought us here by way of sorcery,” Nyra said, then as the full realization hit home, she dropped to her knees and started to weep.

Caelin knelt beside her, squeezing her shoulder. “Slathians can do this?”

“Only a very few.”

But the essence required was impossible even to imagine. The city’s infrastructure would have yielded only a trickle to a sorcerer lacking one of the Cabal’s ebonacht rings, and with the distance traveled, two bodies to transport…. Clymathra’s must have been a bottomless well. The feat was just short of miraculous.

Nyra shook with emotion. Her grandmother had mustered enough power to save her, despite the years of disapproval and hatred.

Then some unseen force hit her like a punch to the stomach. She doubled over, retching.

Caelin dropped her sword so she could grab both Nyra’s arms; asked her what was wrong. Emptiness, Nyra wanted to say. The sudden stab of absence.

“She’s dead.” Nyra felt numb as Caelin wiped the tears from her eyes.

“How do you know?”

She didn’t… and yet… there was a connection, a thread among her mental streams she’d not felt before. When she focused on it, her intuition grew more certain. Clymathra Sahtis had used up every last drop of her own essence so that her granddaughter could escape, and she’d sent Caelin with her, to protect her. The old woman would have died instantly… before the dwarves who entered the cell could have gotten to her.

That, at least, was something Nyra could smile about, a small triumph. But any contentment she felt was swiftly washed away by a sudden rush of fear.

Not her own.

Someone else’s.

A violent tremor surged trough her mental streams.

And Nyra knew with perfect lucidity what it was.

Clymathra’s ability to feel the hopes, fears, joys of the rest of her family had passed to her granddaughter. And as if it were her own, Nyra experienced the full blast of her father’s terror.

 

 




TWENTY-ONE

Nameless was in a foul mood as the carriage clattered along night-blackened streets toward the Academy. He should never have come to Jeridium. The meeting with the Senate had been a waste of everybody’s time.

It had only been a portion of the Senate they had met with, the Special Select Committee for War. The meeting took place in a dingy room in the bowels of the Senate Building, but tomorrow, they had told him, they would meet in the Senate Hall with all the senators assembled, and with the Marshal appointed to the city’s defense.

It amused him that he must have seemed a bitter disappointment, dressed as he was in his moth-eaten coat. Perhaps that’s why there had been no decisive action taken at the end of the meeting. Nameless had offered to inspect the defenses and train the legions in how best to counter dwarven tactics, but the only answer he’d received—from Welsus Volpadine, the senator with the duck-down hair—was that the Select Committee would consider it. Senator Crannock, who’d done little but smoke and drink during the entire debacle, had even scoffed at the suggestion. A younger Nameless would have beaten the fat shogger senseless for the slight. A younger Nameless would have had the good sense not to have come.

“Well, that didn’t go too badly,” Nils said.

Beside him on the bench, Rah-Vos Dar said, “I had hoped for more information on Reaper, but they closed that down as soon as I mentioned what happened back at the Crags.”

“Only because Senator Dudley was absent,” Nils said, “and unable to defend himself.”

“Maybe Shadrak caught up with him,” Nameless said.

Even in the dark, he could tell that the carriage had taken a different route to the Academy.

“Nils,” he said as the driver stopped to wait for the gate to be opened, “why are we coming in this way?”

“The observatory, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Nameless said—though he had indeed forgotten. He frowned down at the Axe of the Dwarf Lords lying dull and lifeless in his lap.

The carriage pulled up outside a tower capped by a bronze dome, green with patina.

The night air had a refreshing bite to it when Nameless climbed out after Nils and Rah-Vos Dar, and he pulled up the collar of his coat.

Nils led them in through a door and up a long, winding staircase. The walls inside were stained with damp and riddled with cracks, and there were dead cockroaches and rat droppings on virtually every step. The lower levels they passed were crammed full of old pieces of furniture, garden tools, and all manner of junk the sorcerers no longer had any need of, but for some reason couldn’t bring themselves to throw away.

“If I had my way,” Nils grumbled as they ascended, “I’d haul the whole bleeding lot outside and burn it.”

“Then why don’t you, seeing as you’re the Principal?” Nameless said.

“Because Jeridium’s a democracy, and the Academy’s supposed to model that particular sodding virtue.”

They entered the observation chamber through a trapdoor and climbed out beneath the dome. The floor space was dominated by a massive spyglass mounted on a circular track. The underside of the dome was comprised of bowed wooden planks, recently varnished, judging by the glistening sheen. It was built into a frame of riveted iron, from which clung hundreds of bats. Their droppings were piled up on the floor, giving off a pungent odor, and almost at once Rah-Vos Dar started to sneeze.

“Don’t worry,” Nils said, “they’ll take off once we open the dome. Buggered if I know how they keep getting in—probably through the lower levels, where the architects thought a window was a slit in the wall.”

“We call them embrasures,” Nameless said. “Maybe at some point the observatory was a defensive tower?”

“Whatever,” Nils said. “Now, prepare to be impressed. Modlin….”

“You took your time,” she said.

The stocky woman was standing in the shadows on the far side, hands atop a crank handle.

“It was a long meeting.”

He wasn’t wrong there.

“My fellow senators love the sound of their own voices,” Nils continued. “And then of course there’s the factions, all of them wanting their own concessions.”

Rah-Vos Dar managed to stop sneezing long enough to add, “The city would burn before they could reach a decision to put out the fire.”

“Sounds like they need a king,” Nameless said. The toga-clad buffoons would still be squabbling when Gitashan returned and breached the walls or mined underneath them and the streets ran with blood. And that was if Thyenna didn’t get there first. It had been no different back when Arx Gravis was governed by the Council of Twelve.

“You offering?” Nils said.

“A real king,” Nameless said. Not an abdicant weakling.

Modlin leaned into turning the handle, and the dome began to open outward from its central crack. The bats roused from their slumber and swarmed through the widening gap in a deafening din of wingbeats and shrill cries.

“So,” Modlin said once the noise died down, “did the senators decide anything?”

“Only to have a bigger meeting tomorrow,” Nameless said.

She scoffed at that and rolled her eyes. “Come on, give us a hand,” she said, and Nils rushed to comply like a man half his age—or even a quarter.

Once the dome was fully open and they were exposed to the night sky, Nameless placed the Axe of the Dwarf Lords on the floor beneath the stars. It was a cloudless night, and the constellations stood out in sparkling clarity. The two visible moons, Ennoi and Charos, both looked remote and disinterested.

When he thought no one was looking, Nils squeezed Modlin’s rump and she playfully slapped his hand away.

“You coming?” Modlin asked as she headed for the trapdoor.

“Go on ahead,” Nils said with a wag of his fingers. “Rah-Vos Dar here promised me a demonstration of his healing abilities… you know, for my aches and pains.”

Modlin raised an eyebrow. “Let’s hope it works,” she said in a tone laced with innuendo. As her head dropped out of sight she added, “Don’t forget to mention your piles.”

“I assumed a man of your venerable age might have such a problem,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “so I took the liberty of preparing a number of unguents and balms.”

Nameless seated himself cross-legged on the floor beside Paxy. He extended his hand to her then withdrew it, in case it blocked some of the starlight. Somehow it felt more hopeful exposing her to the stars high up in the observatory, although in truth it should have made little difference. He kept watching the axe to see how she reacted—the shimmer of her blades, sparkling motes, maybe a whispered word—but there was nothing.

Rah-Vos Dar instructed Nils to lie on the floor and close his eyes. As he’d done back at the Crags, the Zawalian produced a brass bowl from his sack, added a charcoal block, and set it alight with a match. Once the flames died down and the block had grown ashen, he sprinkled on a pinch of resin then proceeded to prowl around Nils, wafting the scented smoke. After several circuits, Rah-Vos Dar set down the brass bowl and took a stoppered vial from his sack.

“Drink this,” he said.

Nils propped himself up on one elbow, screwing his face up at the taste as he swigged from the vial.

“Now remove your robe.”

“Say again?”

Rah-Vos Dar stood over him, a glowering presence, and Nils tugged his robe over his head until all he had left on was a stained loincloth.

“You may leave that on,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “But I would advise that you wash it from time to time.”

The Zawalian reached into his sack and brought out jars and bottles with handwritten labels. He selected a tall, thin bottle, uncorked it and poured a measure of sweet-smelling liquid onto Nils’s chest. The sorcerer winced then relaxed as Rah-Vos Dar knelt over him and began to rub the liquid into his skin, spreading it out in ever wider arcs. The massage went on for long minutes, and all the while Nils sighed and uttered little groans of pleasure.

“Roll onto your stomach,” Rah-Vos Dar said, and then to Nameless, “You might want to look away for this part.”

As Rah-Vos Dar smeared unguent from a jar on his fingertip and loosened Nils’s loincloth, Nameless switched his gaze back to the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, watching the play of starlight on her blades. And it was indeed a play. Silver sparkles danced along the gold-hued metal, met by answering shimmers of many colors.

“Lassie?” he whispered. “Lassie, is it working?”

Nils let out a sharp gasp, followed by a whimper.

“There,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “that should fix it.”

Nameless continued to watch the ripples running over Paxy’s blades, willing them to be more than a colorful display; willing them to be the signs of new life, the restoration of his friend and companion.

Dimly he was aware of Nils re-robing then leaving, offering to send someone with blankets and beer.

Time passed, though Nameless couldn’t say how much. He remained spellbound by the merging colors on the axe blades. At some point Rah-Vos Dar handed him a leaf-wrapped parcel. Without thinking, Nameless popped it in his mouth and chewed cautiously. It tasted of coconut, ginger, and other more subtle flavors. He chewed more vigorously and swallowed.

Rah-Vos Dar placed another in his hand, and Nameless wolfed it down. At length, a servant came up through the trap door with a keg of beer. A second servant followed with a pair of tankards and some bundled up blankets. The servants left without a word, and Rah-Vos Dar poured the beer.

“Cheers,” Nameless said, clanking tankards with him.

“Cheers.”

Nameless took a long pull on his beer then wiped the froth from his mustache with his coat sleeve. He was about to take another drink when he felt a familiar presence in his mind.

[Thank you,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said, her voice thready and weak.

Nameless reached out and patted her haft. “No, lassie,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Thank you.”

 

 




TWENTY-TWO

By the light of Nyra’s conjured sphere, Caelin found a patch of elevated grassland that was slightly less wet than the rest. Nyra had retreated into herself, and when Caelin put her arm around her to guide her to the higher ground, she shivered, a soft whimper escaping her lips. It had to be shock, because the night air was nowhere near as chill as it had been at Xanthus, even though they were scarcely a dozen miles to the south of the Slathian city. It was the Sour Marsh, Caelin realized as she noticed the steam rising from the grass, its heat penetrating her boots. The waters of the swamp were warm.

Leaving Nyra standing alone, Caelin climbed atop the exposed roots of a mangrove so she could break off some dry branches. When she’d gathered an armful, she prepared a fire, snapping off the smaller twigs for kindling. She rummaged about in her pack for a firestick, and the instant she struck it alight, Nyra’s sphere fizzed and went out. The kindling took far easier than she expected, and within moments Caelin had a fair blaze going. The sap within the wood spat and popped, and there was more smoke than she would have liked.

In response to the fire, the night erupted with croaks and splashes and the buzzing-drone of cicadas. A mosquito whined past her ear. She slapped her neck as another stuck her like a pin. It made her wish she still wore her priestly robe and cowl.

Oblivious to the damp, Nyra seated herself cross-legged by the fire. Seeing her do so made Caelin suddenly weary. It was always the same after her abilities kicked in and led her to impossible feats of speed and strength. In the past she’d slept most of the next day to recover.

She seated herself on the opposite side of the fire from Nyra, staring into the flames as she considered their next steps.

Nyra’s grandmother had said they should go to the Mountain of Ocras; that there was someone there who knew more than she did. It wasn’t an enticing prospect. What kind of person lived in the abandoned tower of a mad sorcerer? She thought of putting the question to Nyra, but the skald was sitting motionless, flames reflecting in her eyes. There was a furrow across her brow, a wrinkling of the bridge of her nose, as if she were concentrating, or perhaps remembering.

The other thing to consider was that Grigor Mollos had said he was leading the refugees to the Mountain of Ocras. What he planned on doing when they arrived was anyone’s guess. Perhaps they would continue on to the west coast and sit the war out, maybe even find ships to take them north to Skaythe. Surely Mollos wouldn’t risk the journey east. Even if they made it as far as Jeridium, the city was under siege.

But what would she have done if she were in charge? What plan would the great strategist Caelin the Cleaver have come up with? She’d barely bent her mind to the problem when she glimpsed light out of the corner of her eye. Nyra must have seen it too, for she turned her head toward the north.

A radiant emerald sphere hovered in the near distance, bobbing slightly, a ghostly mist rolling off of it. As Caelin watched, it retreated a few yards into the mangroves, then returned to its previous spot. It repeated the maneuver several times.

“Like a dog wanting to show us something,” Nyra said.

“You think we should—”

“Ignore it and it’ll go away.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m a skald, remember? I tell stories about these sorts of things. Never follow a strange light into a swamp.” Quickly losing her interest in the sphere, Nyra hunched her shoulders and cocked her head to peer at Caelin through tousled hair that had fallen over her face. Her bat’s ears were conspicuous without her headscarf. In that moment she looked childlike and forlorn. In a small voice she said, “Do we have any food?”

Caelin rummaged about in her pack and took out some jerked meat and a hunk of hard cheese she was saving. She scooted around the fire and handed Nyra what she had.

“What about you?” Nyra asked. “Not hungry?”

Caelin shook her head, despite the fact she was starving. But the sacrifice would do her good. Self-denial might go some way to restoring harmony with the Way, after the blood she’d spilled at Xanthus.

She could almost hear Darik Gan scoffing, telling her to stop subjecting herself to an imaginary taskmaster who imposed impossible burdens. But she couldn’t. Not just because she still feared that she would collapse without her faith, but because on occasion she’d glimpsed a different reality to the one Darik lived in: serene, blissful, eternal; and with it came a sense that, no matter what, everything was as it should be. In such moments, she strained with all her might to go further, to bring whatever she’d glimpsed into focus; but however hard she tried, the object of her reveries kept shifting, slipping through her fingers like whorls of mist.

Nyra was watching her, a concerned expression on her face. “Are you thinking about what my grandmother said, about you being a sluagh?”

“No.”

“Tell me about your parents.”

“I never knew them.”

“Now, there’s a surprise.” The skald’s voice was heavy with sarcasm, but seeing something in Caelin’s expression, she added, “I’m sorry. Go on.”

“I thought they were my parents, but they weren’t.” Bitterness welled up from within, and she knew what Nyra had seen on her face was the cold, hard look Padraig used to say came over her when she thought about her so-called mother and father.

Her mouth was dry, so she took her costrel from her pack and swigged down cool but chalky water. She passed it to Nyra. “I’ve only told the story to one other. After I’m done, it’s your turn.”

Nyra’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded.

“I was raised from infancy by a merchant family in Jeridium,” Caelin said. “A man and his wife. I can’t speak their names.” She clamped her hands together so tightly the bones hurt. “You understand?”

Nyra swallowed and looked away.

The fire crackled and spat, and the drone of insects returned once more to the forefront of Caelin’s awareness. The atmosphere of the swamp felt suddenly heavy, oppressive, and she had the sensation they were being watched. She glanced around, but visibility was only good a few yards from the fire.

“You want me to conjure another sphere?” Nyra asked.

“No need.” Caelin forced herself to relax, trusting that her newly reawakened abilities would warn her of any approaching threat.

“Merchants, then,” Nyra prompted. “So, you didn’t lack for money. Or maybe they were unsuccessful merchants?”

“No, they were successful, and very rich. I never questioned why we had so much money. I guess I found out the hard way. Everything was normal, you see. I had an education at the Oratory—”

Nyra whistled. “You weren’t joking about them being rich. When I first left Xanthus, I met some bards who’d started their education there, then completely squandered it. They were all sons and daughters of nobles or bankers.”

“I know the sort. The Oratory was full of students who wouldn’t have been there if they’d been selected on merit. But the tutors were good; I owe them a great deal. Anyhow, I was educated, I always ate well—we even had our own chef. There were carers for when the couple who called themselves my parents were away on business trips. I wanted for nothing, save possibly affection. Not that I knew that at the time, but a child comes to realize there is something wrong when they meet the families of other children. I thought all parents were like mine: distant, one step removed, their infrequent acts of kindness forced and inauthentic.”

Nyra’s hanging on every word made Caelin self-conscious. The skald reached out and gave her hand an encouraging squeeze.

“I was never permitted to go into the basement,” Caelin said, moving swiftly to the crux of her tale. “Certain guests went down there with my parents. I was usually in bed when they came up again. I now suspect they were sorcerers. One night, when I was thirteen, my parents went out for a business meeting. They said I was old enough to not need a carer, and so I was in the house alone. It was a large mansion, built by the second generation of settlers, when people still retained some of the craftsmanship of Vanatus. To me it was old and creepy. I couldn’t sleep, so I wandered about nosing into things. Finally, I decided to explore the basement. The door was locked, and it took me an age to find the key inside a silk slipper my father had brought back from Melch’Anun.”

“He traveled in Cerreth?” Nyra asked.

“You could say. When I passed through the doorway, it was black inside, but I’d gone no more than a few steps down when there was a flash of light. I froze, and the flash resolved into a silvery glow hovering at the foot of the stairs. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that it was in the shape of a man, though featureless save for black holes where its eyes should have been.” She looked at Nyra, remembering, reliving the sensations she’d experienced as a child. “Have you ever wanted so badly to scream but felt your lungs had turned to stone?”

“One or twice,” Nyra said. Her eyes were fixed on Caelin, urging her to go on.

“Well, I thought I’d seen a ghost,” Caelin said. “I wanted to scream. I wanted to run. But one thing I’ve since learned from years on the battlefields of Medryn-Tha, watching cowards grow into fearless warriors, is that terror lessens the longer you look it in the eye. I realized the apparition wasn’t coming any closer. In fact, save for an airy sort of bobbing, it didn’t move at all. It appeared solid, despite floating a few feet above the ground, tethered by a cord around its ankle.”

“It was a Veraith?” Nyra asked.

“You’ve seen them?”

The skald shook her head. “I just recognize the description from the dwarven sagas. The Veraith are said to be from the Ice Plains of Vayin in the east of Cerreth. Their bones are as brittle as eggshell, and hollow.”

“I suspect my parents kept it at the foot of the stairs as a sort of scarecrow,” Caelin said, “to discourage would-be thieves from going any further. But I wasn’t a thief. All the poor dead creature did was increase my curiosity. It’s also likely the Veraith had been turned into some kind of magical ward, because not long after I crept past it into the basement proper, my parents returned. They must have known what I was up to, because they came running down the stairs within moments of entering the house. Not before I’d seen their collection, though.”

“Husks?”

“Was it so obvious?”

There had been all manner of skeletons, desiccated bodies, cured skins on shelves and tables around the basement. Upon the floor had been painted a circle surrounded by sorcerous runes.

“Call it a hunch,” Nyra said. “They were smugglers of husks across the Farfall Mountains, weren’t they?”

Caelin nodded. An illegal trade but a profitable one. There were always rogue sorcerers, and some not so rogue, who wanted husks to experiment upon. It was an obsession of theirs to distill the essence of each husk’s particular abilities for use in spells or magical craftings. And while the trade in husks was outlawed by the Senate, it had gone on uninterrupted for as long as anyone could remember.

“And you?” Nyra said, gripping Caelin’s hand once more. “Did they smuggle you, too, as a child?”

“It seems reasonable to assume that.”

“You didn’t confront them about it?”

“I didn’t get the chance. They yelled at me. My father came at me in a rage, beating me with his fists. My mother produced a knife and slashed me.” Caelin pointed to the scar on her face that ran from cheek to chin. “The first of many scars, but the only one she gave me.”

“What happened next?” Nyra asked. There were tears brimming in her eyes, and she hugged her knees.

“I killed them.”

Nyra tried hard to disguise her shock, but her voice quavered when she spoke. “How? You were only a child.”

“They saw a change come over me, and there was terror in their eyes. I terrified myself. It was the first time I experienced my abilities. My father tried to run. I beat him to the stairs. He died. My mother’s screaming seemed to go on forever, but then she slashed at me once more with her knife, and she died too. I knew as soon as her corpse hit the floor that they’d not been my real parents. I think, in some manner, I knew what you and your grandmother discerned about me, but I didn’t want to believe it. If I could cover up what had happened, I told myself, it wouldn’t be true. And so I set the basement on fire and I ran out into the night.”

“What I don’t understand,” Nyra said, “is why you didn’t end up a specimen in the basement along with the others. They must have known what you were. Sluagh are among the rarest of husks. They would have realized your value.”

“Maybe they were waiting for me to mature? Remember, until that night my abilities had never before manifested. Of course, another possibility is that I was just an exotic pet to them.”

“On our way out of Illius,” Nyra said, “when I stole your essence….”

Caelin winced at the memory. It had felt like a violation, as bad as what the spies from Ludnar had done to Padraig.

“It was strong,” Nyra continued. “Far stronger than anything I’ve felt.”

“For years I tried to tell myself I was no different to anyone else,” Caelin said, “only that I trained harder, studied more. But others felt it. Many kept their distance. When I joined the Wayists, I was told I bore the mark of Mananoc, and that I should never unleash the power, nor even acknowledge it.”

“Else you’d be consigned to the eternal pit of tar and fire?”

Caelin gave a wry smile. “After….” Her throat grew suddenly dry.

“Padraig?”

Caelin swallowed before she could go on. As she recapped what had happened to her lover, Nyra pressed up close to her, cradled her like a child while she wept. When Caelin had finished, she wiped her eyes and said, “Your turn.”

Nyra chilled in an instant. “What’s there to tell? My mother was a human. My father was a Slathian on the Cabal. They married. She gave birth to me. He ate her. Actually, I think my grandmother may have shared the meal.” She went on to tell Caelin what Clymathra had told her, about Sukhen Sahtis going on an expedition to Tho’Agoth in search of the Witch Queen’s secrets; how he’d fled for his life to Arnoch with something that belonged to Hekata N’Gat. Paranoid, he’d fled once more, this time to Arx Gravis.

“I can feel his fear, Caelin.” Nyra shuddered and grew quiet, staring into the smoking fire.

Caelin tried to make sense of what she’d just heard. There was a connection between whatever Nyra’s father had left behind at Arnoch and the sudden aggression of Arx Gravis against Jeridium. And it was no coincidence that an agent of Tho’Agoth had been there in Illius when she’d spoken with Darik Gan. She said as much to Nyra.

The skald shook her head. “Ever the strategist.” When Caelin frowned, she explained, “Mollos told me his suspicions about you, Cleaver.”

“How—?”

“They found the body of the man who attacked me.”

Caelin clenched up inside. She’d prayed for forgiveness, but it was never that easy. “What else?”

Nyra shrugged. “Mollos knows a lot of things, watches everyone.”

“And I suppose it seemed strange, a priestess going to meet with the Laird of Illius,” Caelin said. “A man known for his hatred of Wayists.”

“Well, it did cross my mind.”

“Darik was in trouble. He tried to let me know, but there were too many listening ears.”

“What kind of trouble?”

Caelin told her about the foreigner from Tho’Agoth, and her suspicion that the Illians had been bought or otherwise compromised. “Darik begged me to go to Jeridium. He said they were going to need the Cleaver.”

“Will you go?”

Caelin couldn’t answer that. She still didn’t know. She had hoped her old self was dead and buried, but the Cleaver had always been a difficult woman to kill.

Changing the subject, she asked, “What did your grandmother mean about there being someone at the Mountain of Ocras who knew more about what’s going on than she did?”

“We’ll find out in the morning.” Nyra yawned and lay back on the damp ground, staring up at the night sky. “Stars are out.”

“Beats swamp lights,” Caelin said. But her mind was still on the events unfurling across Medryn-Tha. “How long do you suppose your people have been in league with the dwarves?”

“My people?” Nyra pushed herself up on one elbow. “If you mean the Slathians of Xanthus, I don’t think they’ll really take sides in this war. They prefer to stay aloof and observe. It was information about my father the dwarves were after. But even if the Slathians were to ally themselves with the dwarves, who could blame them? They owe the Senate of Jeridium nothing, save the renaming of their city. Do you know who Xanthus was?”

“A Jeridium general or some such.”

“He was a past First Senator who was determined to impose Jeridium’s form of government on every city in Medryn-Tha.”

“Rule by the people is something the Senate holds almost sacred,” Caelin said. “Though it does nothing to change the way they conduct business.”

“Exactly,” Nyra said. “Yet First Senator Xanthus sought to export this hypocrisy through military force. I thought you would have known that, Cleaver.”

“I studied the campaigns,” Caelin said, “not the politics.”

“Xanthus claimed jurisdiction over the Slathian city of Tanuk ur Z’adim. When the Cabal rejected his claims, he declared war. Before the two cities clashed, Xanthus died of a mysterious illness and Jeridium backed off its claim. The Senate later gave his name to the Slathian city, though it’s not recognized by the people who live there.”

As Caelin digested her words, a comfortable silence settled between them. Even the background thrum of the swamp grew soothing, and she became aware that, for the first time in years, she felt relaxed, almost content. Knowing it was a fleeting reprieve, she did her utmost to cling to the feeling with all her senses.

Nyra was so close, Caelin could smell her—barrawood oil, if she wasn’t mistaken, mingled with the musk of her sweat. Nyra’s breathing was regular, in time with the frogs and the insects. Caelin tilted her head to study the skald; found Nyra was already studying her.

“Why were you always lurking at the back of my performances?” Nyra asked.

The truth was, Caelin didn’t know. Certainly her reasons weren’t as simple as the ones she’d rationalized for herself. It was about more than the desire to save Nyra from her sins.

“Well?” Nyra prompted.

Caelin’s fist clenched before she knew she was doing it. Slowly, she splayed her fingers. “I don’t know. Something drew me.”

“The Way?”

She chuckled. “I thought so. It was the only thing that made sense.”

“But you never even spoke a word to me. Why was that? Couldn’t you work out how to confine my Slathian nature to eternal torment while you separated out my human side for salvation?”

Caelin didn’t bother answering that. Nyra was smiling impishly, playing with her, and not in a malicious way. Caelin returned the smile with one of her own. Tension started to melt away from her, but then Nyra ruined it with another question.

“Was Padraig your first?”

Caelin frowned so hard it hurt. “He was my last.”

“Because you found the Way?”

“Because I watched him die.”

“Guilt, then,” Nyra said so softly Caelin almost didn’t hear it. “And that led to you becoming a priestess?”

Caelin didn’t deny it. How could she?

“And was it always men before Padraig?”

“What?”

“I’ve slept with men,” Nyra said with total nonchalance. “I’ve slept with women. It’s all the same to me: a warm body, shared intimacy.”

Caelin could no longer meet Nyra’s eyes. She fidgeted with her hands. “There’s no difference?”

Nyra leaned in and brushed Caelin’s lips with hers. “You tell me.” Her scent inflamed Caelin’s nostrils. “Are you suitably repulsed?”

Heat flooded Caelin. She fought back a strong urge to grab Nyra and kiss her back.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Nyra said, leaning in once more.

“I’m a priestess….”

“So?”

When Caelin didn’t respond, Nyra touched a hand to her cheek, traced the scars there with her fingertips.

“How long are you planning on keeping up the pretense, Caelin the Cleaver? You weren’t made to be a priestess. Something in my blood calls to you, and your own blood responds.”

Caelin swallowed. Instinctively, she went to remove Nyra’s hand from her face, but Nyra caught her wrist and held her gaze.

“You’re trembling,” Nyra said. “It’s all right.” She guided Caelin’s hand to her breast. Caelin gasped as she felt its pert roundness through the skald’s motley coat. Nyra undid the top buttons so Caelin could feel inside, this time only the wool of her dress between Caelin’s fingers and her skin. Caelin made one last feeble attempt to pull away, but Nyra came with her, pushing her back on the damp ground.

In a near frenzy, they undressed each other. Caelin groaned at the touch of Nyra’s fingers, the hot wetness of her lips. She returned each stroke, each scratch, each kiss in kind. A thrill scoured her veins when she touched where she should not. She moaned when Nyra touched her back. Their movements grew more urgent, their breaths ragged and panting. Nyra found release first, and then Caelin’s hips bucked as cold fire engulfed her and left her laughing and crying with a purity the Way had never been able to provide.

***

Wrapped only in her coat, Nyra sat close to the warmth of the fire, adding more dry branches to keep the flames burning through the remainder of the night.

Caelin slept fitfully beside her, tossing and turning, calling out. In part Nyra knew she was to blame, but at the same time no one had forced Caelin to lie with her. And she’d done the priestess a favor, breaking one more link in the chain that bound her to the Way, so long as guilt didn’t drive Caelin to penance. It was almost sad to realize that it would. Some people were like that: they demanded too much from themselves. Nyra’s father was the same. He’d tried so hard to be a great sorcerer, an exemplary Slathian like Clymathra, but he’d never forgiven himself for marrying a human and bringing shame upon the family. Nyra recalled his pathetic attempts at persuading her he’d loved her mother. Maybe he had, but he’d chosen a grisly way to show it.

What was it about two people lying together that led them to such turmoil, and why did she feel so conflicted herself after sleeping with Caelin? It wasn’t as if Caelin was her first woman. But sex with Caelin had been different, somehow deeper, more fulfilling. There had been a collision of essence, the give and take that was the immutable law of sorcery. She’d felt nothing like it before, because the humans she’d slept with had so little essence of their own, and such as they had was locked away within them, stagnant and useless.

What she’d experienced with Caelin had to be the same for all the indigenous races of Medryn-Tha. The Slathians in particular revered the sex act as a gift of the Daeg who had dreamed them into existence. They had developed it into an art that took their sorcery to another level. So her father had told her when he tried to persuade her to take a Slathian mate, and once again she’d disappointed him.

When steely light limned the eastern horizon, slowly turning to crimson, she woke Caelin with the news that they had nothing for breakfast. The priestess groaned and sat up, avoiding her eyes. Neither of them said a word as they dressed then set off south toward the Mountain of Ocras.

Caelin’s silence brought Nyra sharply back to reality. She’d not expected this reaction, though she was an idiot not to have. The high-sounding thoughts she’d entertained about their glorious exchange of essence now seemed like self-deception. The truth was, they had both needed release after the flight from Xanthus, and they had merely used each other.

She glanced at Caelin, wondering if the priestess was thinking the same thing, but Caelin’s face was so impassive she might just as well have been wearing her discarded cowl.

They had gone less than a mile when Nyra couldn’t bear the silence any longer. Her stomach knotted with the urge to ask how Caelin felt about what they had done, but there was a wall around the priestess that hadn’t been there before. Probably she could have breached it with a question, a show of concern, a few carefully chosen words, but tension rolled off of Caelin in palpable waves. It could even have been anger.

Nyra elected instead to speak of the Mountain of Ocras jutting up from the rotting vegetation at the edge of the Sour Marsh. From this distance, it called to mind the image of some insane god who’d stood against the encroaching mire and lost. It was a fitting image, for that’s essentially what Sektis Gandaw had done: attempted to force his own concept of order upon a truculent world.

She told Caelin of the hybrid creatures the Mad Sorcerer had melded together, aberrations that some said still roamed the labyrinthine passageways in the roots of the mountain.

The more she spoke, the more Caelin relaxed. The priestess asked her about the nature of Sektis Gandaw’s plan to unweave the whole of creation, about the reluctance of Jeridium’s Senate to oppose him, and about how ultimately the Nameless Dwarf had been the one to save Aosia and all the worlds.

Caelin appeared to chew Nyra’s words over as they walked, glanced at her, looked on the verge of saying something, then clenched her jaw.

They were perhaps half a mile from the mountain when Caelin raised a hand to bring them to a halt.

“What is it?” Nyra asked.

“Wait here.”

The priestess strode off through some long grasses, her movements fluid and soundless.

Nyra reached for her mental strands and sent one questing through the vegetation for essence. Almost at once she recoiled, and the strand whiplashed back into her. She had touched some tiny denizen of the swamp and felt its fear. There was something else out there.

Caelin came jogging back, boots and britches splashed with mud. “We need to keep moving.”

Nyra didn’t need telling twice. As they half-walked, half-ran toward the tower, she asked, “What did you find?”

“A wagon with a broken axle. The canopy was ripped to shreds. Inside, smashed-open chests filled with coins and precious stones.”

“The refugees?” Nyra asked.

“Mollos must have made them travel through the night. There were wheel tracks from other wagons, and a great mess of footprints in the mud. Looked like a lot of confusion, panic, a scattered flight.”

“From what?”

“I can’t say. Brigands, probably. There was no spoor to indicate anything else.”

“Brigands who didn’t take the coins and the stones?” Nyra pointed out. “Listen, while you were gone, I felt—”

Caelin spun around. How the priestess had sensed it, Nyra couldn’t say, but there were dozens of forms emerging from the ground mere yards behind them—heaps of rotting vegetation with misshapen heads and snaking arms. The mire beneath them undulated and rippled, carrying the creatures forward without them taking a step.

“Run!” Caelin cried, pausing to give Nyra a head start, then catching her up with long, easy strides.

Nyra glanced back over her shoulder, where the creatures rode the tide of boggy ground with alarming speed. She tripped on something, but Caelin caught her elbow and steadied her.

Before them, the Mountain of Ocras loomed ever closer. A few yards in front of Nyra the ground bubbled and blistered, and another creature emerged, formed from loam and creepers and swamp grass.

Caelin spun away from her and ripped into the thing’s torso with her sword. She struggled to free the blade from the tangle of vines and sucking mud. A twisted creeper-arm lashed at her, but with unnatural speed, Caelin ducked beneath it, pulling her sword free in the same movement. The creature swelled to an enormous size, sucking substance from the ground, then collapsed on top of Caelin. But the priestess was too fast for it once more, angling back towards Nyra and yelling for her to keep moving. Nyra hadn’t realized she was standing still, but then she heard it—the slurp and suck of mud as dozens of swamp creatures flowed straight at her.

She turned and ran. A twisting root shot up from the ground and snagged her ankle. Without breaking stride, she incinerated the root with dark fire driven through all her mental streams at once. She’d not even known what she was doing, merely lashed out like a panicked child. Essence gushed from her in a torrent—not from her well, which was dry, but from deep within her blood and bone. She stumbled and landed on her knees. Bile rose in her throat.

Ahead of her and to both sides, more swamp creatures burst from the ground. Effortlessly, Caelin scooped Nyra into her arms and weaved a course between them. Essence erupted from the priestess with such force, Nyra could see it as a shimmering aura. She felt it permeate her skin and soak into her empty well with no need for her to take what she had promised never to take again.

Two mounds of rotting vegetation converged on Caelin, but she leapt between them, clutching Nyra tightly to her chest. The priestess slipped as she landed but regained her balance. Nyra could feel Caelin weakening, the flood of her essence diminishing. The priestess slowed to a jog, then a walk.

“Put me down,” Nyra said. Her own strength had returned, and her well was full to the brim with much of the essence Caelin had lost.

Caelin set her down, panting for breath. A hundred yards ahead, the marshy ground gave way to the bleached white bone-dust of the Dead Lands that surrounded the Mountain of Ocras. Behind, a seething mass of mannish forms surged toward them.

As she’d felt her grandmother do, Nyra opened her well and began to flood herself with its virulence. Her body shook as she fashioned her mental strands into a myriad streamers that she would fling out against the creatures and scourge them with all that she had, all that she was.

Essence boiled within her, suffusing her skin and threatening to burst her apart, but then an earsplitting wail came from the direction of the tower, a single high-pitched note, increasing in volume until Nyra had to cover her ears. Pressure filled her skull, and her strands dispersed, the essence that had pulsed through them draining back into her well once more. The creatures she had been about to unleash it upon stood motionless.

“Look!” Caelin said, guiding her by the shoulder to face the artificial mountain.

The lower levels were little more than a skeletal framework of girders, but some hundred or so feet up, where the ocras cladding that still covered the heights of the mountain had been breached by some unimaginable force, a hooded figure stood, glaring down at them. The figure beckoned them with a sharp motion of a black-gloved hand. The shrill wailing noise ebbed and died, and in its place came a harsh metallic voice that carried effortlessly across the intervening space.

“Come!”

As the swamp creatures lurched back into motion behind them, Nyra looped her arm under Caelin’s, and together they ran for the Mountain of Ocras.

 

 




TWENTY-THREE

Shadrak crouched atop the roof of a dilapidated Wayist church, watching the trickle of supply wagons coming through Jeridium’s west gate—the narrow one, not the massive double gate banded with iron that was still barred against the siege. Gitashan might have withdrawn, but everyone knew she’d be back. And if not her, then her sister Thyenna was still an approaching threat the city couldn’t afford to ignore. Jeridium was doomed one way or the other, as far as Shadrak could see. All Nameless’s defeat of Beogrun had earned them was a brief respite.

Even so, supply carts and livestock should have been coming in by droves. It could have been that Gitashan’s forces continued to blockade the roads from Portis to the north and the Sea of Weeping to the east. Any half decent general would have sent out scouts to ascertain what was going on, but from what he’d seen the Senate, not the legions, were in charge, and they had their own way of doing things, and for their own reasons.

Three covered wagons came through the narrow gate one after another, each with an armed guard seated next to the driver. Instantly, Shadrak grew more alert. More so when a woman in a tricorn hat and long leather coat stepped from the porch of the Gibbet’s Dandy tavern opposite the church and went to meet them.

A man climbed down from the back of the lead wagon and held the canopy open. The woman peered inside and checked off the contents on a ledger, then did the same with the other two wagons. Finally, she gestured for the wagons to move off in the direction of the Old Harp Road.

When the woman returned to the tavern, Shadrak shimmied down a drainpipe to the street and followed her inside.

Even this early in the day, the Gibbet’s Dandy was packed with out-of-work laborers and lowlife rogues at the start—or the end—of their guild careers. The air was thick with weedstick smoke and bitter hops. No one was eating. Normally a place like this would make a fortune selling breakfast, but as with most establishments during the siege, they seemed to be out of food. The thing that struck Shadrak as odd, though, was that in spite of all the shortages the city had endured, weedsticks and beer always seemed in good supply.

The woman pushed through the patrons and seated herself on a stool at the bar, where she collected a half-smoked weedstick from an ashtray and took a sip of kaffa from a mug.

Shadrak hung back, taking note of who paid attention to her. Some of the rogues flicked glances the woman’s way, but they were looks of deference or resentment. She was someone they considered important, someone they wanted to get noticed by. A few of the street scum eyed Shadrak, too, but he recognized none of them. Probably, most of them knew who he was. There weren’t exactly a lot of albino faen running about the city.

He found an empty table in the corner and seated himself, letting his eyes casually rove about the tavern, taking in the golden-brown hops hanging from the low ceiling beams, the grisly paintings of executions adorning the walls, the serving maids carrying trays of beer to the tables, smiling and winking, working their tricks. All the while he kept a discreet eye on the woman in the leather coat, and when she rose from her stool and headed outside to the latrines, he followed her.

He entered a narrow alleyway ripe with the stench of piss. There was a body slumped on the ground, and the woman cursed as she stepped over it. When she reached the flimsy wooden door to the latrine, Shadrak glided silently to her side and opened it for her.

“Shadrak!” she said, eyes wide with shock.

Shadrak frowned. It wasn’t like him to forget a… And then she took off her tricorn hat and shook free red hair that tumbled about her shoulders. Her face was gaunt—not at all like he remembered it—and she had a weeping boil on her neck.

“Vagyria,” he said. “It’s been awhile.”

Vagyria Twait, last he’d seen her, had been a vicious cutthroat from a failing guild known as the Mummers. She was a vile woman with an even viler reputation. The Mummers might have gone down, but scum like Vagyria had a knack of landing on their feet. Though by the looks of her, Vagyria was barely clinging on, like a turd stuck to the hair of a goat’s arse.

“What do you want?” Vagyria raised her eyebrows and put her hands on her hips. “Get your dick wet?”

“Shog off.”

Disappointment crawled across her face. She was desperate, starving. She’d do anything for money.

“Seeing as I know you, I’ll give you a discount.”

“Not enough of one, you won’t. What’s the matter, Vagyria, job not paying enough? You want to be more choosy who you work for.”

“And you’d know who that is, would you?”

Shadrak said nothing. It was better to let her wonder. He’d played this game a lot longer than she had.

“What I’d like to know,” Shadrak said, “is where the supply wagons go… the ones you let through.”

“Yeah, well good luck with that.” She tried to push past him into the latrine.

Shadrak let her see the blade he held beneath his cloak. “How long have you been working for Senator Dudley?”

“Who?”

“Your boss, if I ain’t very much mistaken. I’m guessing he don’t pay you much, if you’re willing to throw yourself at me in an alley that stinks of piss.”

She chuckled at that. “Food’s expensive right now. I got a kid at home. You do what you have to.”

“Maybe food prices would come back down if the supplies went where they were supposed to.”

“Not my problem. I just go where the work is.”

“Course you do.” Shadrak fished out a gold shekel and held it up to her. The restraint she showed not snatching it was impressive. “Yours, if you tell me where the wagons are being taken.”

Vagyria considered his offer for a moment then held out her hand and Shadrak dropped the coin into it. “There’s a warehouse on the Baddock Road in Moorstown.”

“Moorstown Whorestown?” Much of the district was made up of brothels, and the parts that weren’t were a hodgepodge of crumbling houses, weedstick dens, and taverns that made the Gibbet’s Dandy look like a senatorial winery.

“They sort the wagons there, then move the stuff out to the highest bidder.”

“Food for the rich, eh?” Shadrak said. He could imagine Dudley and his cronies creaming off the best supplies for their own tables, then selling the rest for an immoral profit. Exactly what he’d have done, given half the chance.

“I’m still interested,” Vagyria said as he turned to leave.

“Sorry, love,” Shadrak said, “running low on coin. Wouldn’t have enough to pay the healers after.”

***

Shadrak covered his mouth and nose against the stench of cat shit. The alley behind him was thick with mewing cats as half-starved as the residents of Moorstown. From an open window above him came the squeaking creak of an iron frame bed, the unenthusiastic moans of a woman—or was it a boy?

The warehouse across the street was a big building, three stories tall, with barn doors on all four sides. The wooden planks it was built from were bowed and cracked, and the ruddy paint that protected them against wind and rain was peeled and flaking. All the windows were on the upper floors, and they were all broken. The barn doors facing him were wide open. Inside, half a dozen guards stood around three covered wagons that may well have been the three he’d seen Vagyria direct towards the Old Harp Road earlier. The guards were the most sorry-looking bedraggled pieces of worm-infested dung Shadrak had ever clapped eyes on. They looked bored, sloppy, as if they resented the work—and probably they did, if they were being paid as poorly as Vagyria. During the hour Shadrak watched, he saw them take it in turns to inspect the back of the wagons, only to emerge minutes later with bulging pockets.

Just when his patience was starting to wear thin, one of the guards, a stocky man with very little neck and even less hair, sauntered out of the warehouse, heading across the street to Shadrak’s alley. The filthy bastard untied his britches as he walked, clearly intending to relieve himself in among the cat mess.

Shadrak pressed his back against the alley wall, burying himself in the hood of his cloak. He waited until the man squatted down with a grunt of relief, then made his move.

Creeping silently up behind the guard, Shadrak touched a blade to his throat and hissed, “Shit on my boots and you’re dead.”

The man’s hands flew to his britches and he tried to stand, but Shadrak forced him to remain squatting. He stepped in front and grabbed a fistful of collar. “Where’s Dudley?”

“Who?”

Shadrak pointed the tip of his dagger at the guard’s eyeball.

“I don’t know no Dudley!”

“Sure you do. Greasy weasel with slicked back hair and a stupid mustache.”

Recognition glittered in the guard’s eyes. “Let me get my britches up first. It’s undignified squatting here like this.”

“I like you just where you are,” Shadrak said. “Now, ask yourself this: do you want to end your days in a pile of cat shit with your britches round your ankles?”

The man’s eyes narrowed, and Shadrak knew he was thinking bloody thoughts. But the idiot wasn’t as stupid as he looked. He sucked in a breath between clenched teeth and dipped his head.

“I didn’t know his real name was Dudley. Told us he was called Jedd Wethers, some new bloody guild lord.”

“Guild, my arse. Which guild?”

“Didn’t say.”

“And you didn’t ask?”

“Money’s money.”

“So,” Shadrak said, “where is he?”

The guard lifted his eyes to the open window Shadrak had heard the sound of humping from as he waited. It had gone quiet now. “That was him?”

“Starts his day there, then comes over to check the supply wagons. Always rushes off straight after. Says he has other things to do.”

“Like his senatorial duties?” Shadrak said.

“He’s a senator?”

“Biggest thieves’ guild of them all.”

“That’s all I know,” the guard said. “I got family.” The plea was in his eyes, the hopeful bob of his head.

Shadrak slashed his blade across the man’s throat. Dark blood smiled there, then started to drool. The guard’s eyes widened and he tried to scream, but all that came out was pinkish froth, then he crumpled backwards into a pile of shit.

***

Cats swirled around Shadrak’s ankles, mewing for food as he made his way to the far end of the alley. If not for the fact Kadee had revered cats, he’d have skinned the lot of them. But his foster mother had believed cats were the spirits of Aculi Cleverfolk still abroad in the world. She might have been a cat herself by now, if she’d not sacrificed her dream of being a Cleverwoman in order to raise him. He stooped to scratch a mangy tomcat behind the ear. Maybe she was a cat. Maybe Nephirot had taken pity on her and granted her a Cleverwoman’s privilege. He prodded the cat out of his way with his boot. If he’d even half believed that, he’d have rounded up every last cat in the city and given it a home.

The back of the alley opened onto a rundown street of crumbling brick buildings with boarded-up windows. At the rear of the bawdy house, a sleek black carriage was parked at the road’s edge, the team of four horses that pulled it not ribby in the slightest and with a healthy sheen to their coats. The driver seated on his bench wore a long dark coat and broad-brimmed hat. He held the reins in his lap with one hand, a bottle of spirits in the other.

Shadrak ducked back into the alley, slipped on his goggles and took another look. The driver should have been a blur of reddish heat, but instead was a barely discernible smudge of blue.

Like Reaper.

When he returned to the front of the alley, the cats had all gone. The guard he’d killed lay slumped on the ground, a turd amid the shit. Thankfully, none of his colleagues had come looking for him. They were still loafing around inside the warehouse, bored out of their minds.

Shadrak emerged from the alley, strode confidently to the front door of the bawdy house and let himself inside.

A middle-aged woman sat at a rickety desk, head pillowed on her arms. Doors led off to left and right, and a broad carpeted staircase meandered up to the next floor. A man with a fish tattoo on his neck sat on the bottom stair. He was a big bastard, though it was mostly flab, and he had a cudgel tied to his belt.

“Dorna,” the man said as Shadrak entered.

The woman let out a loud snore.

“Wake up, you lazy cow,” the man said, then rolled his eyes at Shadrak.

The woman started awake and nearly jumped out of her chair. She smoothed down her hair and adjusted her skirt as she stood and came round the desk.

“Bit bleedin’ early, darling,” she said. “The girls are still sleeping.”

“At least one’s not,” Shadrak said.

The man chuckled.

“That’s because we have a very special client,” Dorna said, “who can only come in the mornings.”

“He should see a healer,” Shadrak said. “A course of leeches should fix that.”

“You’ll have to come back later. Jogan, show the gentleman out.”

The big man pushed himself to his feet and sauntered over to Shadrak. He had a friendly smile on his face as he gestured toward the front door.

Ignoring him, Shadrak asked, “This special client wouldn’t happen to be a senator, would he?”

Jogan unhooked the cudgel from his belt.

“You sure you want to do that?” Shadrak said.

Jogan lunged, grabbing for Shadrak’s arm with one hand, cudgel raised in the other. But all Jogan grasped was air as Shadrak slipped inside his reach and rammed a punch dagger in his guts. Jogan grunted, then looked down with wide eyes. He coughed, and blood spattered the front of his shirt. Shadrak twisted the punch dagger and Jogan gasped, falling to his knees then pitching to one side as he fell off the blade.

Dorna’s mouth worked like a fish’s as she tried to scream.

Shadrak held up a gold shekel. “Yours, if you sit down and shut up.”

Her breathing stilled instantly. At first Shadrak thought she’d had a seizure, but then she let out a long rush of air, eyes fixed on the gold coin as if she’d never seen so much money in her life. And probably she hadn’t. A gold shekel was a lot of coin, enough to pay a laborer’s wages for at least a year. After this, he only had one left. Until Volpadine paid him. The rest was silver.

“I’ll be quiet,” Dorna breathed, slumping into her chair.

Shadrak slapped the coin down on the desk in front of her. “Good girl. Just make sure you drag Jogan’s body out of sight. And you might want to mop the floor. Filthy scut went and bled all over it.”

Dorna pocketed the coin.

“I’ll be right back,” Shadrak said, heading for the staircase.

The second floor landing he reached stank of cheap perfume. It was carpeted with a thick shag pile that hid the dirt well but did nothing for the black mold on the ceiling or the peeling wallpaper speckled with dead insects. The corridor the landing led onto was a long one with doors either side. Shadrak kicked himself for not asking Dorna the room number. Still, it had to be one of the rooms on the right, considering the sounds he’d heard from the alley. It was made easier for him when he heard the muffled groans of a man coming from the second door from the end. He turned the doorknob and slipped inside.

It was Dudley right enough. The Senator was seated on the edge of an unmade bed, scrawny legs either side of a blonde’s bobbing head.

“Stop,” Dudley hissed at the whore. He pushed her away, covering his cock in the same motion.

The whore snatched off her wig to reveal the shaved head and pockmarked face of a young man. He took one look at Shadrak, grabbed his dress from the floor, and fled from the room.

Dudley scowled as he grabbed his small clothes and started to put them on. “How dare you barge in like that! I’ll have your guts for….” He trailed away when Shadrak drew a slender knife and walked towards him.

“Now look here,” Dudley stuttered. “You’re angry, I can see that.”

“Not angry,” Shadrak said. He’d passed through that stage hours ago. He’d entered the far more dangerous cold phase.

“If it’s money you want….”

“What’s yours is already mine,” Shadrak said, eyeing the senator’s coin purse in among his clothes on the chair by the bed: coarse brown britches, a linen shirt and a leather vest—not the usual white toga. Beneath the chair were a pair of mud-spattered boots.

“Take it,” Dudley said, shuffling warily around the edge of the bed so he could grab the purse and sling it at Shadrak’s feet. “All yours. And there’s more. Much more.”

Shadrak stepped over the purse, ignoring it. “Get dressed.”

“Why?” Dudley asked, already stepping into his britches. “Where are we going?”

“Nowhere, if you behave. I just don’t want to look at your skinny-fat body any longer.”

Dudley threw on his clothes and boots then stood waiting for Shadrak to tell him what to do.

“Sit,” Shadrak said, indicating the chair with a sweep of his knife.

Dudley sat. “Now look, I don’t know what you’re accusing me of, but—”

“The password to the tunnel.”

“It didn’t work?”

“What do you think?”

Dudley made a show of looking flustered. “I don’t understand. The password worked on the way out, yes?”

Shadrak just stared at him.

“But not on the way back?” Dudley shook his head, thinking. “You’re sure you remembered it correctly? I mean, even if the pronunciation’s a bit off….”

“It wasn’t.”

“Then I can’t explain,” Dudley said. “You have to believe me. Do you think someone could have changed the password?”

“If that someone was you.”

Dudley spread his palms. “But I’m no sorcerer.”

“Maybe it was the sorcerer behind Reaper?”

“What?”

“Or should I say necromancer? Whatever you’re involved in, Dudley, you’re out of your depth. What are you getting in return?”

“Involved in? Getting in return?”

“You sent Reaper to kill the Nameless Dwarf.”

“That’s absurd,” Dudley said. “Why would I want the Nameless Dwarf dead? The whole point of sending you to the Southern Crags was to bring him to Jeridium. He was—is—our last hope.”

“I was only thinking earlier,” Shadrak said, “how the Senate is like one great big thieves’ guild. That why you became a senator? Tip-offs, the black market, easy access to willing boys?”

“All right,” Dudley said, “so there are benefits to holding high office, but it’s not just me. They’re all doing it.”

“Doing what exactly?”

“Taking backhanders from business owners, the banks, that kind of thing.” Dudley leaned forward on his chair. “As you said, the Senate’s like a big guild. I’m sure you understand how that works, what the perks are.” He cocked his head, a smile curling his lips. “I’m right, aren’t I? I’m starting to feel a connection between us, a realization of the mutual benefits of working together.”

Dudley screamed as Shadrak stabbed him in the thigh.

“Where do the supplies entering the city end up?”

“The warehouse across the street!” Blood washed the Senator’s fingers as he tried to stem the flow.

“And then where do they go?”

“Some I send to my manse, some I sell to friends, contacts, colleagues on the Senate. Crannock has the lion’s share.”

“Fat bastard. And the rest, the leftovers?”

“Destroyed,” Dudley said. “Or fed to the rats in the sewers.”

“Personally,” Shadrak said, “I don’t give a shog.”

Dudley’s eyes registered a flicker of hope at that.

“But what I do care about is your man Reaper trying to kill my friend.”

“I should have been more stringent with my background checks,” Dudley said.

“You knew he was undead?”

“No, of course not.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. Who are you working for, Dudley? You’re too stupid to do this by yourself. Who wants the city to starve? Who controls the dead? And who doesn’t want the Nameless Dwarf to live?”

Dudley couldn’t think of an answer to that, so Shadrak helped him by stabbing him in the shoulder this time. Dudley screeched, and Shadrak punched him in the face to shut him up.

“You know what I think?” Shadrak said. “The city is more likely to capitulate if the people are starving and disease is rife. Why would you want that, Senator? Are you working for the dwarves?”

Dudley started to protest, but Shadrak grabbed a fistful of hair and dragged him out of the chair, slamming his head into the floor.

“Please,” Dudley whimpered. “Please!”

“Traitors should be executed in time of war,” Shadrak said, “but a fair trial takes so long, and I’m sure you know half the judges. Reckon I’ll save the authorities the time and effort.” He booted Dudley in the ribs. “Who are you working for?”

“I can’t say,” Dudley shrieked. “Please, I can’t say.”

“Who?” Shadrak repeated, this time stabbing him in the arse.

“They want the city to fall to Gitashan!”

“Who does?”

“They’ll kill me if I say more.”

“I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

Dudley made a pathetic attempt to crawl on his belly towards the door. Shadrak dragged him back by his boots and kicked him in the face for good measure. To his credit, Dudley didn’t cry out this time. He clamped his jaw shut and closed his eyes, as if he were an unbreakable victim of torture.

Shadrak rolled the Senator onto his back.

“What are you doing?”

“Waiting for you to give me names,” Shadrak said, tugging down Dudley’s britches and small clothes, then scoffing at what he saw.

“No,” Dudley said, voice high and quavering. “Please.”

Shadrak prodded Dudley’s cock with his blade, weighing up where best to slice. Dudley started to thrash like a caught fish, screaming and sobbing, pleading for mercy.

And then the door crashed open.

A naked man burst into the room, sword in hand. A second man entered behind him, this one half-dressed and carrying a cudgel. The enthusiasm of their charge was broken when they saw Shadrak standing there twirling his dagger point on his open palm, eyebrow raised with amusement. When neither man came any farther into the room, Shadrak knew he’d worked them out right. Dudley’s bodyguards were hired thugs, about as useful in a fight as a toothless dog. He took a step toward them and they backed away.

The naked man raised his hand placatingly. “We don’t want no trouble.”

Shadrak shook his head and chuckled. “You sure took your time,” he said. Then to Dudley, “You want to dock their pay, mate. Too busy shagging, by the looks of them. The tart downstairs said all the girls were asleep, save the one you was humping—and she weren’t no girl. Lying cow. Unless she wasn’t lying,” he said, once more facing the thugs. “Maybe the girls are still asleep. You two haven’t been… you know… with each other?”

The semi-clothed man snarled and ran at Shadrak with his cudgel raised, but it was a clumsy attack. Shadrak tripped him and rammed his dagger through his spine.

The naked man dropped his sword and stood there, hands covering his cock, blabbing something about mercy. Shadrak leapt and stabbed him in the throat. The thug’s eyes were wet with tears as his hands left his crotch in a vain attempt to stem the blood spurting from his throat. But Shadrak’s aim had been too good. Years of experience would do that for you. His dagger had gone straight through the artery, and the thug pitched to the floor, dead.

“I can see why you’re moonlighting,” Shadrak said, kicking the door shut and turning to face Dudley, who was still lying on the floor but had somehow managed to pull his britches up. Blood oozed from his thigh and shoulder and pooled beneath his arse. “If that’s the best protection you can afford, it’s a miracle you’ve lasted this long.”

“I’ll talk,” Dudley whimpered. “I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

“You pissed yourself?” Shadrak asked, staring at the damp patch on the crotch of Dudley’s britches.

“No!”

“There you go again, lying. Typical politician.”

“I swear, I’ll tell you the truth.”

Shadrak sighed. “That only makes me doubt your word even more. I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to invite me back to your place.”

***

The driver was still sipping spirits when Dudley came limping from the bawdy house’s rear exit, Shadrak prodding him in the back with a blade. Shadrak climbed in beside the Senator, who called out for the driver to take him home. With a snap of the reins, the carriage lurched into motion and was soon rattling over cobblestone roads.

It was a long trip to Featherstowe, the wealthy district in which Dudley had his manse. The farther they went from Moorstown, the more Shadrak saw the signs of things starting to return to some semblance of normality. People were lining up outside the few stores that were open, and shopkeepers cleaned up in front their premises with stiff brushes and buckets of water, trying to clear the filth from the streets that had accumulated during the siege. Clearly some of the supplies were getting through to the stores, but the prices Shadrak could see marked up on boards outside were exorbitant. Whatever Dudley and his ilk were charging was being passed on to the storekeepers, and by them to the customer.

He knew they had passed into Featherstowe when the carriage had to wait for crowds of well-dressed men and women to move to the sides of the road to let them through. None of them looked undernourished, and the long hard weeks of the siege had done nothing to tarnish their finery. There were soldiers of the Watch on every street, as well fed as the citizens; trained soldiers who had probably been spared their places on the battlements due to the good people of Featherstowe paying for protection against looters and the guilds.

The manses in Featherstowe were enormous, entire walled estates surrounding them, replete with livestock, brightly-flowered gardens, ponds, and clustered dwellings for the servants.

Dudley groaned the whole journey, clutching at his wounds, which wouldn’t stop bleeding. But it was a slow bleed, unlikely to kill him anytime soon. So long as he lived until Shadrak was inside the manse, that was all that mattered.

The carriage pulled up outside wrought iron gates and waited until a couple of liveried servants opened them. The driver took them inside at barely a crawl and parked the carriage beneath a pole barn to one side of the flagstone driveway.

A uniformed servant rushed over from the front doors of the manse.

Shadrak stepped down to greet him. “The Senator’s injured,” he said.

“Who are you?” the servant asked, already pushing past Shadrak to climb into the carriage.

Shadrak followed him inside and stabbed him through the back of the neck. Dudley opened his mouth to scream for help, then thought better of it.

Shadrak ducked back outside to check on the liveried servants at the gates. They had seen nothing and were in the process of closing the gates again. The driver craned his neck to look at Shadrak, eyes glazed and unfocused.

As Dudley emerged from the carriage and painfully climbed down, Shadrak took out his thundershot and waved it at him.

“You know what this is?”

The Senator gave a slight nod.

“Good. Then lead the way.”

Dudley scowled, but all the same he started off towards the house with a pronounced limp. Shadrak could see the gate servants exchanging words as they watched, but when he waved to them, they waved back. And the driver still did nothing—except drink.

They entered the house through a heavy door of carved oak that led onto a hallway with corridors leading off in three directions. A staircase even more ostentatious than the one at the bawdy house wound its way to the next floor. Servants looked up from their cleaning, and a bald man in a black tunic and britches hurried over.

“The Way preserve us,” the bald man said. “Senator, what happened?”

“Looters in Moorstown,” Shadrak said. “Send for a healer.”

“Moorstown? Looters?” The bald man looked to Dudley for confirmation, and the Senator nodded.

“Now!” Shadrak said. “A healer. Unless you want your master to bleed to death.”

“Yes, yes, at once,” the servant said. “But may I ask, sir, who—?”

“Just do it, Wenic,” Dudley rasped, clutching his thigh wound and wincing in pain.

“At once, Senator. Right away.”

“Your rooms, Senator, if you don’t mind,” Shadrak said.

Dudley supported his weight on the bannister as they made their way upstairs to a suite of rooms that the word opulent wouldn’t do justice to. There were chaises and couches everywhere, side tables holding bowls of fruit and nuts, decanters filled with golden spirits. The walls were adorned with oil paintings of naked men in all manner of lewd poses, and there was one massive portrait of Dudley himself in his white toga with a golden chain draped around his neck.

Shoving Dudley onto a couch and warning him what would happen if he moved, Shadrak did a quick tour of the suite, taking in the clawfoot tub, a dark-wood wardrobe, a beautifully carved vanity with gilt trim. Intricately woven rugs covered the marble floors, and there were glowstones set into the ceiling. The bedroom was the size of a large hall, the bed a four-poster with an embroidered canopy and gold and silver tassels. Leading off from the bedroom was Dudley’s study, with a writing desk, a chair, shelves crammed with leather books, the spines embossed in gold; and standing in one corner was the sort of thing Shadrak had been looking for: a tall safe of black-painted iron with an intricate dial locking mechanism such as the first settlers had introduced from Vanatus.

“Senator, come here,” Shadrak called.

When Dudley appeared in the doorway, Shadrak gestured toward the safe. “Open it.”

“I don’t know—”

Shadrak took aim with the thundershot.

Dudley let out a sigh of defeat then crossed to the safe and made a series of turns of the dial. He stood back when the door clicked open. There were stacks of papers inside, mostly high quality parchment, but some a sort of aged and veined vellum.

“Sit,” Shadrak commanded, and Dudley gingerly seated himself on the floor, wincing at the pain in his arse.

Shadrak took out a sheaf of papers and riffled through them. Invoices mostly, for artwork and furnishings, repairs to the manse. Another sheaf was comprised of statements of servants’ wages. There were writs of divorce—five, all with Dudley named as the plaintiff; and there were all manner of gagging orders for people the Senator had at one time been associated with—several were well-known actors. Giving up on the sheaves of parchment, Shadrak turned his attention to the vellum. The first page was a list of names.

“These are senators,” he said, showing Dudley the vellum. “And some of these others are wealthy merchants or nobles. People you want out of the way?”

“Not me,” Dudley said.

“Then who?”

Dudley clamped his lips shut and dipped his head.

Another sheet of vellum contained a jumble of letters and symbols. At first Shadrak thought it might be sorcery, but then he spotted the envelope it had arrived in, ripped open and bearing a broken wax seal, and he wondered if the writing on the vellum was in code. Because the seal was unmistakable: an elaborate letter “B” intertwined with a serpentine “C.” The mark of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank.

“What’s this?” Shadrak asked, and again Dudley refused to reply. Shadrak raised the Senator’s chin with the tip of his pistol. “Decipher it for me.”

Dudley’s eyes widened, and he started to tremble. “Don’t make me. Please. They’ll know. They’ll come.”

“Who?” Shadrak looked up at a commotion from downstairs. The healer must have arrived. Or maybe the servants had been suspicious enough to summon the Watch.

“Tell me,” Shadrak said, hitting the senator on the temple with the gun.

“I can’t,” Dudley whined. “I can’t.”

“Who’s your contact at the bank? Are they the ones who want the Nameless Dwarf dead? Why?”

Shadrak could hear footsteps coming up the stairs, the chink of armor, the rasp of swords being drawn.

He crossed to the window and opened it, looking out at the manicured lawn below. From there it would be a quick dash to the estate wall. He turned back to Dudley, holding out the vellum.

“Last chance. What’s it say?”

Dudley clamped his jaw shut defiantly. He too had heard the approaching footfalls, and he thought he was getting out of this alive.

Shadrak took aim at the Senator’s head.

“You won’t kill me,” Dudley said. “You know what the punishment is for killing a senator.”

“I’ve done it before.”

Thunder cracked, the pistol bucked in Shadrak’s fist, and Dudley’s brains splattered the wall.

A shout went up from out in the corridor. Someone hammered on the door.

And Shadrak was off out the window and climbing down the wall of the manse to the lawn below.

 

 




TWENTY-FOUR

The hooded man met Caelin and Nyra at the base of the Mountain of Ocras and beckoned them through the skeletal framework of girders. Beneath the hood, Caelin caught a glimpse of a pale face the texture of wax, a white box beard, and eyes so blue they seemed backlit by sorcerous fire.

The man waited until Caelin and Nyra were inside then turned back toward the encroaching horde of mannish things formed from the detritus of the swamp. He held up his right hand, which was covered with a gauntlet of black metal. Glimmering stones on each of the second knuckles flared as, once again, a keening wail sounded. Caelin covered her ears, saw Nyra doing the same, but the hooded man seemed completely unfazed by the din. The swamp creatures, though, began to sink back into the ground.

“Follow me,” the man said in a metallic rasp, then strode deeper into the underbelly of the structure. Caelin frowned as he flickered and for the merest instant lost substance—as if he were a ghost.

Nyra flashed her a look. She’d seen it too.

As they followed the man beneath struts and metal beams, Caelin stumbled but rejected the support of Nyra’s arm. She was weak from using her abilities, but the hooded man didn’t need to know.

“Are you angry with me?” Nyra whispered.

“Why would I be angry?”

“Out there in the swamp, your essence flowed into me.”

“I felt nothing.”

Nyra gave her a sheepish smile. “Perhaps something changed… when we… you know.”

“Later.”

The hooded man was getting farther ahead of them, and Caelin wasn’t ready to tackle what had happened between her and Nyra. The oneness they had experienced, the bliss, the sense of purity afterwards threw up too many questions. The deceptions of Mananoc come in the guise of light, they’d told her at the seminary.

Caelin tried to increase her pace to keep up with the hooded man, but her legs almost gave way. This time when Nyra offered her support, she accepted it.

Snaking cables hung down from iron struts visible between the patches of ceiling that remained. The floor was coated with something dark and pliant, filthy with dust. Where it was worn away in places, grey stone poked through like desiccated bone. The atmosphere inside the artificial mountain was heavy, the air tainted by the stench of the swamp yet overlaid with the smell of heated metal.

They passed through what may have once been an entrance hall but was now a framework of iron and steel. The hooded man led them beneath an arched opening and into a metal corridor. Again, he shimmered and faded before once more growing solid.

Caelin’s fingers tightened around the hilt of her sword.

The hooded man stopped before a hairline crack in the wall, which widened as he passed his hand in front of it—not the black gauntlet this time: a pallid hand with slender fingers and perfectly manicured nails, all with the same waxy consistency as his face. The wall parted to reveal an empty cubicle.

The hooded man stepped inside and waited for Caelin and Nyra to join him. He made another gesture with his hand and the wall drew together again.

Caelin tensed as a hum started up and the floor juddered. The hum rapidly grew into a whirr and then a shrill whine. Nyra squeezed her hand as the cubicle shot upward and Caelin’s stomach hit her mouth.

***

The cubicle shuddered to a standstill, and the crack in the wall split apart once more, opening onto a vast conical chamber with thousands of winking crystals embedded in the ceiling high above. All around the floor space were metallic desks topped with glowing mirrors. Walkways spiraled up toward the apex of the cone, more desks and mirrors stationed at every level.

Nyra blinked until her eyes adjusted to the glare. So much sorcery in one place. It should have overwhelmed her well, but instead all she felt was a charged and heavy atmosphere. Her skull was filled with an almost inaudible background thrum.

Opposite was a breach in the ocras cladding on the walls, exposing a couple of steel girders. Through the gap she could see the Dead Lands and the swamp hundreds of feet below.

“See how the jagged edges of the ocras are directed outwards,” Caelin said. “This breach came from within.”

“The Nameless Dwarf,” the hooded man said. “Under the influence of the black axe he brought back from Aranuin. I brought him here to free him from the axe’s taint, and as you can see, I failed.”

“The Nameless Dwarf smashed through ocras?” Nyra said.

“It was a very nasty axe.”

The hooded man crossed the threshold of the cubicle, once again flickering in and out of existence. The moment he set foot on the riveted steel floor of the chamber, three beams of lime-colored light lanced down from the surrounding walls, converging on him, and he immediately grew more solid. His blue eyes blazed with renewed vigor as he turned back toward Nyra and Caelin and gestured for them to follow. As he walked, the three beams of light tracked his movements, and Nyra began to wonder….

Caelin stumbled as Nyra guided her into the chamber. The priestess was on her last legs.

Nyra reached into her brimming well, sought out the essence that had gushed from Caelin and into her during the fight in the swamp. She sent a trickle back—just enough to see if it had any effect, but not enough that Caelin would notice. She continued the transfusion until the priestess began to take more of her own weight, and then she unleashed a torrent of essence directly into the virulent well at Caelin’s core.

The hooded man’s eyes narrowed to slits of cobalt fire, while Caelin gasped and shuddered. By the time Nyra had finished, the priestess was able to stand without her help. Caelin glanced at her, then nodded her thanks.

The hooded man led them in between rows of metal desks, and Nyra saw that the glowing mirrors atop them were alive with flickering images: life-like pictures of mountains, forests, oceans and towns. It reminded her of the scry-stones Slathian sorcerers used, and she said as much.

The hooded man paused to consider her remark. “The principle is the same, if not the method.”

They ascended a metal staircase to the level above, where there were two couches facing a large chair upon a pedestal, all made from some sleek black material with the appearance of leather, only far too perfect.

The hooded man seated himself in the chair, and a dozen oval mirrors blinked into existence around his head. He gestured for Nyra and Caelin to sit on the couches, eyes continuously scanning the mirrors, which began to circle around him. Caelin took the couch to the left, perching warily on the edge, while Nyra slumped into the one on the right and swung her feet up, too tired to care.

Distractedly, the hooded man said, “I detected your sudden arrival in the swamp. It is not a phenomenon I have encountered before.” He looked at them in turn, as if he expected an explanation.

“Those things that attacked us…” Caelin said.

“Were created in the laboratories below.” The hooded man hesitated, apparently at a loss for what to say next. “Meldings, I call them. A hybrid genus. When the mountain fell into ruin, many of the meldings escaped into the world outside. Some perished in the swamp, others flew far away, and, as you have observed, some were subsumed by the malice of the Sour Marsh and remained.”

“Others arrived here before us,” Caelin said. “Refugees from Malfen. Did you detect them too?”

A slight pause. “I heard them screaming.”

Nyra flinched, recalling the wreckage of the cart Caelin had told her about. “And you came to their aid?”

“I was too late.” No expression. No remorse. Just a bland statement of fact.

“So, they’re all dead?”

The hooded man’s eyes continued to scan the mirrors orbiting his head. “Not all. Quite a few escaped the Sour Marsh. Would you like the exact figures?”

“No,” Caelin said. “That won’t be necessary.”

“They are heading east. I would assume toward Jeridium.”

“The city’s under siege,” Caelin said. “They’ll never get through.”

“Strange, the lengths a desperate people will go to,” the hooded man said. “Blindly, they race from one doom to the next. But luck—if there is such a thing—may be on their side.”

“What do you mean?” Nyra asked.

“It would appear that the siege has been lifted.”

“It has?” Caelin said. “Why?”

“I could show you, if you like. I would need to search through the memory of my… scry-stones, which could take some time.”

“Just tell us,” Nyra said.

“First, permit me to tell you about your father.”

Nyra stared at him dumbly for a moment then asked, “Who are you?”

“Who am I?” He sounded perplexed by her question. “Technically, no one. Perhaps a mirror. Perhaps a spirit. A facsimile?”

“Of what?” Caelin asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Nyra said. It had become so the more they spoke, though how it could be and what the implications were still eluded her. “Sektis Gandaw.”

Caelin looked at her then back at the hooded man, whose face twitched as if he were trying not to smile.

So, he didn’t deny it. But how was it possible the Mad Sorcerer still lived? Or did he? A mirror, he’d said. A facsimile. What kind of sorcery could accomplish that? All the stories had to say on the matter was that Sektis Gandaw had received the lore of the faen. So, was he but the spirit of the Mad Sorcerer? A magical copy? Or something else?

“Please, remain seated,” the man said when Caelin started to rise from her couch and half-drew her sword. “I intend you no harm, nor could I do you any if I wished. I am a wolf without teeth, reduced to the role of spectator in the affairs of Medryn-Tha, albeit not a disinterested one. And no, sorry to disappoint, I am not Sektis Gandaw. Do you really think the Mad Sorcerer would have offered to help the Nameless Dwarf? Logic dictates otherwise. My name is—or should that be was?—Aristodeus. Despite my condition, I still consider myself a philosopher.”

Caelin pushed her sword all the way back into its scabbard but remained perched on the edge of the couch. She turned to Nyra. “Your grandmother said—”

“Clymathra Sahtis?” Aristodeus interjected. “What did she say?”

“She said there was someone at the Mountain of Ocras,” Nyra said. “Watching. Someone who knew more than she did.”

“And she was right.”

“Did you know she was dead?” Nyra asked, watching Aristodeus for a reaction.

There was none. Beneath his cowl, the philosopher’s bloodless face remained impassive.

“I did not witness her passing.” He gave Nyra a sympathetic smile, or at least a poor impression of one. “How did she die?”

“I’m sure you’ll find out, when you have a chance to review your scry-stones.”

The philosopher’s eyes once more flicked between the mirrors revolving around his head. “Unlikely. I never could penetrate the dark veil your grandmother surrounded herself with. The few times we spoke were at her instigation. The details are not important. Suffice it to say we knew of each other, and we tested each other’s defenses from time to time. Now, tell me, Nyra Sahtis, and tell me Caelin of the Way…” He said the latter with a sneer. “Do you believe in fate?”

Before either could answer, Aristodeus went on. “Neither do I. If it were within my power, I might have drawn you here, but the days of me holding sway in the world are gone. Once, I thought I was the only one who truly knew how to resist.”

“Resist what?” Nyra asked.

“There are forces far older than I, and darker than anything you Slathians could dream up,” the philosopher said, “perpetually threatening to plunge Aosia into an age of shadow.”

“Mananoc?” Caelin said.

“I was thinking, rather, of the conflict between Otto Blightey and Hekata N’Gat.”

Nyra’s innards clenched. “And so we come back to my father.”

“A mere puppet. As are the rest of the principal players. Often, the petty squabbles among humans and dwarves are proxy wars, manifestations of the clash of shadows most have forgotten exist.”

“So, what’s your interest in all this,” Caelin asked, “if you’re merely a spectator, as you say?”

“The same as it ever was, except my strategy, by virtue of my impotence, must be significantly altered. Were I alive, we would not be at this juncture. I would have taken measures to eliminate the build up of forces on both sides and nipped the war in the bud.”

“War is never that simple,” Caelin said.

Aristodeus looked as if he were about to object, but then he dipped his head, the mirrors still orbiting him where he sat. “No,” he said in a dull monotone. “It is not. Indeed, I found my last war—against Mananoc himself—to be frustratingly unpredictable.”

“You fought a war?” Caelin said. “You had an army?”

“I had pieces, like those on a game board,” Aristodeus said. “Knights, assassins, dwarves. It was me that sent the Nameless Dwarf against Sektis Gandaw.”

“You were going to tell me about my father,” Nyra said. “So tell me.”

“I know what he found at Tho’Agoth. Or rather, what he was intended to find.”

One of the mirrors orbiting Aristodeus’s head broke away from the circle. It displayed the image of a dark scepter entwined with a carved ebony snake, a glowing ruby nestled in its jaws.

“An artifact of old, attributed to Mananoc the Deceiver,” Aristodeus said in his flat voice, somehow still managing to convey derision. “But whatever it really is, the scepter has been modified by Hekata N’Gat for the purpose of luring Otto Blightey from the shadows. This much I was able to learn before the scepter shut me out, just as effectively as your grandmother used to.”

The image of the scepter flickered and the mirror went blank before zipping back to its place in the circle revolving around the philosopher’s head.

“Sorcery, it would seem, trumps lore in some few instances,” Aristodeus said. “I was unable to discern how the trap was to be sprung, or what role your father was to play. All I know is that Sukhen Sahtis fled Tho’Agoth in terror, seeking refuge in Arnoch. Fools that they are, the dwarves took him in, but days later he fled again, leaving the scepter behind. It is now in the possession of Queen Thyenna.”

“Did you know my father went to Arx Gravis?”

Aristodeus nodded. “First, he went disguised by sorcery to Jeridium, to the Academy, where the black grimoire of Otto Blightey had been kept from the world for decades. When your father left Jeridium, the book was discovered to be missing. I can only assume he thought it might save him from the Witch Queen. He stole the grimoire from under the noses of the Academy sorcerers and continued on to Arx Gravis.”

“Why the Ravine City?” Nyra asked. But she was already working it out for herself. A clotting of the dark, Clymathra had said. Something lurking in the bowels of Arx Gravis.

“When the dwarves left Arx Gravis after the massacre,” Aristodeus said, “the Lich Lord moved in. From the Ravine City, Blightey plotted his revenge on the new King of Arnoch, the Nameless Dwarf, for defeats he had suffered in the past. Well, Blightey got his revenge, though at a terrible cost to himself. I never particularly got on with Cordana Kilderkin, but what the Lich Lord did to her was… difficult for me to watch, even from a distance.” He indicated the mirrors circling his head. “After that, the Nameless Dwarf gave up the throne, and a faction of dwarves led by Gitashan Ielda reoccupied Arx Gravis. Unbeknown to all, save those of us who observe closely, Otto Blightey—reduced to little more than a wraith—still haunted the catacombs at the foot of the ravine.”

“My father fled to Otto Blightey for help?” Nyra felt as if she were listening to one of her own stories. No, it was as if her stories were springing to life around her. Suddenly, her aspirations to reach the pinnacle of her craft and construct tales that had the power of creation seemed like the worst of all horrors.

“Your father now has the ear of Queen Gitashan,” Aristodeus said. “And Otto Blightey has your father’s ear. Previously, Blightey spoke to the Queen through hints and whispers, but now he has found a mouthpiece, and with his precious grimoire so active, Blightey himself grows more substantial by the day.”

“So, we’re caught up in a proxy war,” Caelin said. “Blightey is using the dwarves of Arx Gravis, and Hekata N’Gat controls those of Arnoch.”

“I don’t understand,” Nyra said. “If this is a resurgence of the feud between Otto Blightey and Hekata N’Gat, why slaughter the people of Malfen? Why besiege Jeridium?”

“Jeridium is the key to dominance of Medryn-Tha,” Caelin said.

“I agree,” Aristodeus said. “In a conventional war, the side that controls Jeridium will always have the advantage. Add to that Arx Gravis and the supply towns in between, and you have the means to launch an invasion of Cerreth, and ultimately the Grave City. Hekata N’Gat must realize this, which is why Arnoch’s forces struck hard and fast, coming through the Malfen pass in an effort to engage Gitashan before she could take Jeridium. And it seems Thyenna will now succeed.”

“Because the siege has ended,” Caelin said. “You still haven’t told us why.”

“Gitashan took a gamble and lost. When her siege engines failed to breach the city’s walls, she offered Jeridium a slender hope: the Senate’s champion against her own—a formidable dwarf lord named Beogrun. No one had the courage to come out and face Beogrun. Until the Nameless Dwarf arrived.”

“He’s still alive?” Nyra said.

“Once more,” Aristodeus said, “the unpredictability of war. Nameless is now within the city, and he may well be one of the keys to ending this conflict.”

“Remind me why you care,” Nyra said.

“I don’t. I am merely….” The fire went out of Aristodeus’s eyes, and he sat perfectly still, the mirrors continuing to circle his head.

“Whose side are you on?” Caelin asked, standing and approaching the chair. All at once, the mirrors ceased their circling and vanished.

Aristodeus stiffened, and his eyes resumed their cobalt blaze. “Creatures like the Witch Queen and Otto Blightey have no right to exist. For millennia, the Lich Lord endured as no more than an invulnerable skull. But when even that was destroyed by the Nameless Dwarf, some part of him still lingered. And the Witch Queen should have rotted away centuries ago.”

“You fear them?” Nyra asked.

The philosopher shook his head. “I do not. But the man I succeeded here—Sektis Gandaw—would have done. For him, it was hard enough to unravel the mysteries of the mundane world, but the supernatural… that which obeys different laws, or none at all… He found the idea intolerable. The longer I remain in the Mountain of Ocras, the more I see what he meant.”

“Yet you seem to fall into the same category,” Caelin said. “Unless there’s some other explanation for why you’re sitting here talking to us.”

Aristodeus pushed himself out of his chair. “I am not, strictly speaking. Here, that is.”

“You’re a ghost?” Caelin asked.

“No,” Nyra said. “And it’s not sorcery either.”

“Think of me as a footprint,” the philosopher said. “Something left behind. I guess we have Sektis Gandaw to thank for the lore that made it possible. Or the faen, depending on which way you look at it.”

“I still don’t understand why you helped us earlier,” Nyra said, “nor why you’re telling us what you know about the war now.”

Aristodeus shrugged. “I assumed you would want to know the next move.”

“Your next move?” Caelin asked.

“Yours.”

Nyra swung her feet from the couch and leaned forward. “And what’s that?”

“The Senate of Jeridium have the right idea,” Aristodeus said. “I assume they sent for the Nameless Dwarf because they thought he could unite the dwarves, and in thwarting a civil war among his people, ensure the safety of Jeridium and the neighboring human towns and cities.”

“The Senate sent for him?” Caelin asked, but Aristodeus went on as if the question were of no importance.

“However, the Senate have yet to learn of the enemy within. Otto Blightey has his tentacles into the politics of Jeridium, much the same as Hekata N’Gat does some of the independent cities.”

“Illius,” Caelin said. “Darik Gan.”

“I don’t know the exact details,” Aristodeus said, “only that there has been outreach from the Grave City to a number of towns that have not fully accepted Jeridium’s preeminence. We might be witnessing a new proxy war, but the stealth war between Blightey and his former lover has been going on for centuries. If indeed the Laird of Illius has come under the thrall of the Witch Queen, he is but the latest in a long line of victims. What is more important, in terms of the current conflict, is that Gitashan and Thyenna are not themselves. Alter that, restore normalcy to one side or the other, and the chances of them accepting the Nameless Dwarf are increased exponentially.”

“Then our problem would be halved,” Caelin observed.

“Exactly. Which allows for the possibility of an alliance between Jeridium and one of the dwarven factions. In any case, all efforts could then be turned to the remaining threat.”

“So, how do we do it?” Nyra asked. “How do we restore normalcy?”

“Root out the power influencing the leaders. Thyenna has been changed since coming into possession of the scepter your father left behind in Arnoch. Because of the scepter’s ability to screen me out, I have been unable to ascertain the true extent of its power. And if it remains on the Queen’s person, it is at the heart of a great army and probably unreachable.

“Gitashan, on the other hand, has been under the sway of Otto Blightey for a long time. Since she led her people back to the Ravine City after the Nameless Dwarf’s abdication, Blightey has been whispering into her mind. At first the influence was not appreciable to me, but since your father’s arrival—with the grimoire—it has grown immeasurably. The grimoire is the source of Blightey’s power. It beguiles sorcerers, goads them into reading its pages, all the while siphoning off their essence to extend Blightey’s unnatural life. Now that your father—a Slathian—has the grimoire, Blightey is like a man gone from wringing the moisture out of damp rags to drinking from a boundless ocean.” Glancing at Caelin and then returning his gaze to Nyra, the philosopher said, “The grimoire is still within the Ravine City.”

“You want us to steal it?” Nyra asked.

“I want you to destroy it.”

“How? Even if we could get into Arx Gravis—which I doubt—how do we destroy Blightey’s book? The stories describe it as sentient and virtually indestructible.”

“At the foot of the Ravine City there is a lake, beneath which is the gateway to Aranuin. You must travel there and give the grimoire to the faen. They will know what to do.”

Nyra swallowed. She’d never seen a faen, nor met anyone who had. But in the myths they were capricious tricksters, no better than devils. “And they can be trusted?”

Aristodeus didn’t answer that, but instead indicated Caelin with a wave of his pallid hand. “The same abilities that gained you access to Xanthus will get you into the Ravine City.”

“And the grimoire?” Nyra asked. “How do we find it?”

“I would assume it’s somewhere secure, in your father’s chambers, perhaps, or the Queen’s. But you will sense it, Nyra, if you are at all like your grandmother.”

The philosopher stared at her, and she wondered how much he knew—about her past life in Xanthus, but more so about the gift that had passed to her upon Clymathra’s death: the communion with the Sahtis bloodline that allowed her to feel her father’s fear.

“Destroy the grimoire,” Aristodeus said, “and you will be saving your father from—”

“I know the stories! I tell them often enough.”

“Do nothing, and your father will be absorbed bit by bit into Otto Blightey, granting the Lich Lord the substance to step out the shadows. Alas, all that would remain of Sukhen Sahtis would be the clothes he was wearing, left upon the floor.”

“And that would bother me, why?”

But she already knew the answer: because the moment Sukhen Sahtis realized his fate, she would feel his terror as if it were her own. Not only was it a gift Clymathra had given her, it was also a curse. And something else, too. All her life Nyra had seen her father as a tyrannical monster, but now she saw him as a scared little boy, Clymathra’s darling son.

“Arx Gravis is a long way away,” she said lamely.

“I can help with that.”

***

This time the cubicle took them deep below the foundations of the tower, a descent of minutes rather than seconds, and at some point Caelin thought she heard sounds coming through the silver walls—gurgling roars, distant howls, muffled screams. The flick of Nyra’s eyes betrayed that she’d heard it too. Sektis Gandaw might have been slain by the Nameless Dwarf more than two centuries ago, but the Mad Sorcerer’s experiments lived on.

The cubicle opened onto a vast cavern strewn with rubble. As Aristodeus led them over the debris, he once more flickered in and out of reality. They came at length to a tunnel bored through the rock, its walls ribbed with silver pipes. Amber globes set into the ceiling cast a wavering illumination. Rusted iron carts joined together in a long line were drawn up on the floor of the tunnel, many of them piled high with ore.

“Ocras,” Nyra said.

“Brought from the mines beneath Arx Gravis a very long time ago,” Aristodeus said. “Once Sektis Gandaw’s artificial mountain was complete, he had no further use for it.”

“The dwarves supplied him?” Caelin said. “I thought they were enemies.”

“Not always.”

A ripple passed through Aristodeus, leaving him more wraith than man, a thing of mist that Caelin could see right through. “This is as far as I can go,” the philosopher said, voice a grating crackle. “At the far end of the carts you will find the engine that pulls them. A simple lever will detach it. It will travel much faster without such a load. The engine is somewhat sentient. Sektis Gandaw used to breed special meldings to pilot it, but you Nyra, with your Slathian senses, should be able to coax it to life.”

“How?” Nyra asked.

The philosopher flickered and then dissolved into thin air. His voice crackled through empty space, a few barely audible words that tailed off to nothing: “Probe… connection… as one…”

***

Leading the way, Nyra squeezed between the wagons and the tunnel wall. She was still reeling from everything Aristodeus had told them—about her father and his involvement with Otto Blightey. She’d despised Sukhen Sahtis growing up, but after the things Clymathra had said about him, and after Nyra had felt his fear, she was starting to have her doubts. Not about Sukhen being a monster—nothing could persuade her that wasn’t the truth, not after what he’d done to her mother. But now, with her father caught between the Witch Queen and the Lich Lord, serving the latter out of fear of the former, she couldn’t help but pity him. Irrational as it sounded, she felt responsible for him, for the things he’d done, for the part he now played in the war.

A few hundred yards into the tunnel, the train of iron carts ended at a massive crystal that was attached to the front cart by a braided silver cable. The crystal was as broad as a wagon and just as high. It had numerous facets, each the size of a large window and covered with a thick layer of dust. Nyra cleaned one of the facets with her sleeve. Within, she could see six chairs of too-perfect leather. They were arranged round a circular table of brass with a sphere of dark glass at its center.

“The engine?” Caelin said, cleaning a facet of her own so she could peer inside. “I’ll see if I can separate it from the carts.”

The priestess moved to the rear of the crystal, and after a minute, Nyra heard a metallic clunk, followed by a droning hum. Caelin appeared round the side of the crystal, just as a deep blue radiance illuminated it from within. Nyra stepped back, instinctively reaching for her mental strands.

“I think I must have triggered something when I disconnected the carts,” Caelin said, the blue light picking out the scars on her face.

There was a rushing hiss of air, and then the crystal lost substance, becoming somehow fluid and rippling with motion.

With a wary look at Caelin, Nyra extended a hand toward the liquid crystal. The surface yielded to her touch, and the tips of her fingers tingled. Steeling herself, she stepped through, and after a brief moment of disorientation, she stood inside the crystal at the edge of the round table, where the sphere at its center was now aglow with a dark blue light.

Caelin came through after her, and the hollow crystal they stood within resumed its solidity with a succession of sharp cracks.

“What now?” Caelin asked.

The blue sphere began to pulse and hum.

“What now? Aristodeus said the engine was sentient.”

“So, what do we—?”

Nyra held up a hand for silence, then shut her eyes, sending out one of her mental streams and inserting it into the sphere. A jolt passed through her and she stiffened. She felt Caelin’s hands on her shoulders and smiled, remembering the ecstasy they had experienced together. She wormed her stream deeper into the sphere, but encountered resistance near the core. She sent another strand to join it, then another. Soon she had dozens of threads of consciousness snaking through different portions of the sphere, seeking admission to its nucleus. She surrounded something hot and scalding. One by one her streams recoiled, but she persisted, sending them back, prodding at the burning center from every conceivable angle. And then one stream slipped through.

Nyra gasped. It felt as though someone had come to stand beside her—someone other than Caelin. She opened her eyes, expecting to see a woman, though she had no idea why. There was no one there, merely a presence. But she had made a connection, and with her mental strand embedded in its heart, the sphere flared brighter.

“Please, be seated,” a woman’s voice said in her head.

Nyra lowered herself into one of the black chairs, careful not to dislodge her mental stream from the sphere. She was dimly aware of Caelin taking the seat beside her.

Pliant bands of a sleek dark material emerged from the chair to cross her lap and restrain both shoulders.

“Shit,” Caelin said.

Nyra raised a brow. “Is that a petition to the Way?”

She felt a probing at her mind, not dissimilar to the Watchers at Xanthus. She lowered her defenses and offered no resistance. After a moment, the sensation passed, and the woman’s voice said, “Arx Gravis.”

With that, the background hum accelerated to a shrill whine, the crystal engine rattled and shook, and Nyra pressed herself back into the chair as they began to move.

 




TWENTY-FIVE

The wagon jolted as it rolled over uneven ground, and Sukhen Sahtis’s eyes cracked open onto the gloomy interior. He still sat cross-legged in the back, eyes closed, heart barely beating. From outside came the tramp and crunch of ten thousand boots as the dwarven army that had laid siege to Jeridium headed west toward Arx Gravis. Forced to abandon a position of strength because of honor! Idiots.

He closed his eyes and turned his thoughts back to Tho’Agoth, convinced there was a clue in the horrors he’d endured there, some way to escape the evil that breathed down his neck and haunted his dreams, both waking and sleeping.

He tightly ordered his mental streams until he could see once more the tally marks he’d made on the walls of his cell and smell the blood he’d drawn them with. Fourteen hundred and seven days. Three and a half Aosian years.

He returned to the day he’d awoken to find the cell door open, as if the jailer—whatever that monster was—had grown a conscience and taken pity on him.

Blindly, he fled through the cell block, up stairs and through the crumbling ruins of the Witch Queen’s palace. He came to a chamber thick with cobwebs. There was a rotting four-poster bed, the canopy smothered with mold. The ruby scepter lay on a nightstand. He felt an overwhelming urge to draw upon its power to aid his escape. But he was no fool. He was no Jaltak Sahtis. He would wait to make a thorough study of the artifact back at Tanuk ur Z’adim, with the help of his mother. He grabbed the scepter… but his hand passed straight through it. His heart thudded in his chest. He turned to leave.

Something stood in the doorway: a figure, vaguely womanish, wrapped from head to toe in bandages dark with mildew. Grey hair sprouted through the bindings around the head, and from the finger wrappings protruded curling yellow nails. The stench made him gag—damp and loamy and moldering.

Then, as it always did when he tried to remember, everything went black.

With a curse, he opened his eyes once more upon the inside of the wagon.

It had come to a stop.

Sukhen poked his head through the canopy. Outside, the dwarven army bustled with activity as they set up camp. They weren’t marching straight on to Arx Gravis? Climbing down from the wagon bed, he went to find out what was going on.

He spotted the Queen’s housecarls first, the twelve black-armored dwarf lords who never left her side. They were moving shy of the carls unfurling tents and unloading wagons, and then he spotted Gitashan storming toward the cover of the forest the road cut through.

As Sukhen scuttled after her, the Queen turned and snarled. Beckoning him to follow, she dismissed her housecarls with a wave, then together they walked in among the trees.

Gitashan still wore her greaves and breastplate of ocras, as if she hadn’t quite conceded the siege. Her scimitar remained sheathed at her hip.

“This is ridiculous,” she said. “Breaking the siege now, of all times, with Thyenna knocking at the door.”

“It is a testament to the honor of the dwarves,” Sukhen said. Given the Queen’s infamous temper, he found it was best to be diplomatic.

“To the Abyss with honor! War isn’t a game. It shouldn’t have rules.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Majesty.”

She gave him a sly look. “You’d march back with me today, wouldn’t you?”

“It would be the prudent thing to do.”

“Is that what he wants?” She could never bring herself to say Otto Blightey’s name. It was like a poison to her, and she made no secret of how much she hated her ever-growing reliance on the Lich Lord.

“His counsel was clear, Majesty: to defeat the aggressor, your sister, we need to take Jeridium.”

“Will he be angry?”

“Perhaps like you, Majesty, a little disappointed.”

Of course Blightey would be angry. He was frightened—an emotion the Lich Lord hadn’t experienced since passing from life. He’d told Sukhen that he’d dodged an arrow, that the scepter was a weapon aimed at him. It was only Sukhen’s good sense, Blightey said, that had left the scepter on the other side of the Farfall Mountains, in Arnoch. Any closer, and the Lich Lord would have been drawn to its power and consumed. Good sense, of course, had nothing to do with it. Sukhen’s sole motivator had been terror.

“I still can’t believe it,” Gitashan said, pressing her back to a tree trunk and dipping her amber eyes. “My own sister!”

“People change,” Sukhen said. He didn’t feel the need to add that he may well have been the agent of that change when he’d inflicted the Witch Queen’s scepter upon Arnoch.

“Beogrun should have prevailed,” Gitashan said. “I should have fought him myself.”

“The Nameless Dwarf?”

“He’s an old man, but even in his prime I could have bested him.”

“Indubitably, Majesty.”

Gitashan narrowed her eyes. “Nevertheless,” she said, carefully articulating each syllable, “the return of the Nameless Dwarf is… troublesome.”

She was worried, is what she meant. Maybe even frightened.

“He told you, I assume,” Gitashan said, back to the Lich Lord, “that he has agents in the Senate?”

Sukhen didn’t know that. “Of course,” he said.

“The original plan was for Jeridium to fall from within. He is patient, and I am of Exalted blood, longer-lived than other dwarves. We could afford to let the city slowly fail. The Senate would have been ousted, and the new rulers of Jeridium—his people—would have ceded control to Arx Gravis.”

“Yes, yes,” Sukhen said.

“But then you arrived, and word reached me that Thyenna was on the move. He advised me to strike first. He is very persuasive.”

“You regret taking his advice?”

Gitashan studied Sukhen for a long moment, considering her answer. “I do not. Without his aid, Arx Gravis would never have suspected aggression from Arnoch. We would have been unprepared for war. But perhaps I regret accepting your assurances, Sukhen, about the effectiveness of your plan to catapult screaming heads into the city. You led me to believe the Senate’s capitulation would swiftly follow.”

“It was only a matter of time, Majesty.”

“Time we did not have!” The Queen chewed her bottom lip, then said, “The giant catapult you had the carpenters working on….”

“The War God?” He’d found the design for the monstrous trebuchet in Blightey’s grimoire. “It should have arrived last week.”

“And it would have done,” Gitashan said, “if you’d had the foresight to build the thirty wagons needed to transport it in sections.”

“Wagons? Sections?” But Sukhen knew instantly she was right. When the trebuchet hadn’t been brought to Jeridium on time, he’d assumed there had been some technical problem.

“Too late to worry about it now,” Gitashan said. Her lips curled in a cruel smile. Finally, she’d pinned something on him, made it clear that he was to blame.

Sukhen shook his head. “The War God would have breached Jeridium’s walls with a single hit. Even ocras can only absorb so much force. The weight of the rocks the trebuchet could hurl… the speed….”

“I know,” Gitashan said. “Tell me, Sukhen, is the lack of foresight regarding the wagons the first mistake you’ve ever made?”

She was mocking him now. He hated being mocked. It was the ridicule of his peers at Xanthus that had spurred him on to be their better. That, and the look of disdain he received from his mother if he was ever less than perfect.

“No,” he said. “It was not my first mistake. I have a…” He was going to say daughter, but Gitashan held up a hand for silence. Sukhen could hear it too: the rattle and creak of overladen carts, the steady clop of hooves—not the army leaving, but something approaching.

The ghost of a smile crossed the Queen’s face, then she led Sukhen back through the trees to the road, where Gitashan’s housecarls moved to encompass them.

Approaching from the west was a convoy of wagons—Sukhen guessed more than twenty, perhaps as many as thirty. Each was pulled by a team of oxen. He glanced at Gitashan, and this time she laughed openly and clapped her hands. Pulling ahead of her housecarls, she went straight to the lead wagon as it slowed to a halt and waited for Sukhen to join her so she could show him its cargo.

The huge beams and struts were unmistakable. Sukhen moved to inspect the second wagon, which contained the iron brackets that would connect the sections of the massive arm that held the sling. The other wagons no doubt contained the frame, the iron cladding, the sling itself, and finally the projectiles—granite boulders from the quarries outside Arx Gravis, some so large they required an entire wagon and six oxen to pull them.

“The War God? You arranged for it to be transported?”

“Before we left Arx Gravis. Not as stupid as you thought, Slathian, am I? The message that it was on the way arrived shortly after Beogrun lost to the Nameless Dwarf. The timing was… Fate can be cruel, but it is of no matter. The War God is here now.”

“You intend to break the truce?”

Gitashan leaned in close to whisper. “The dwarf lords will see the wisdom, especially with Thyenna so close. The carls soon after.”

Sukhen smiled at her cunning. It was almost befitting a Slathian. Blightey would be pleased.

A sudden twist of Sukhen’s guts made him double up. Barbs cut into his mind, causing him to gasp and whimper. It was the grimoire calling to him all the way from Arx Gravis, warning him of danger, summoning him to its aid.

“Sukhen?” Gitashan said. “What is it?”

The pain passed, to be replaced by a foreboding sense of doom. Another message from the grimoire: it was trying to frighten him into action.

He raised a finger to let Gitashan know he was concentrating.

And then he felt something else: an echo of emotion, a reciprocal answer of empathy. He’d experienced something similar when Clymathra had used her uncanny ability to monitor his feelings. He’d last felt it as he fled Tho’Agoth, and the echo on that occasion had been the answering fear of a mother for her child.

A peculiar harmony was struck between the alarm call of the grimoire and the empathy he’d felt for his rising panic. Between the disparate notes he sensed an urgency, a yearning that couldn’t possibly have been a reflection of his own emotions.

Someone was after the grimoire, and the grimoire knew they were coming.

But who?

“Forgive me, Majesty. I have to get back to Arx Gravis.”

“Impossible,” Gitashan said. “The War God—”

“The carpenters will assemble it, and the gunners are well trained.”

Gitashan’s eyes narrowed. “Is it him?”

Of course! She wouldn’t dare countermand an order of Blightey’s.

“It is, Majesty. He is most insistent.”

“Very well. But once your business with him is done, hurry back. These next few days are critical.”

“Thank you, Majesty.”

“You’ll have to wait for these wagons to clear before the one you ride in can pass.”

“I will travel on foot.”

“But that could take—”

“I am Slathian, Majesty. I have ways and means.” A cant of fleetness would have him there within hours.

Gitashan’s face wrinkled in distaste as Sukhen moved away, past the first of the wagons containing his War God. He was distracted by a niggling worry about the contact he’d felt. Surely it wasn’t Clymathra that was after the grimoire: she’d made it clear how much she disapproved of anything to do with Otto Blightey when Sukhen had first started his research into the Lich Lord.

On a sudden intuition, he tried to recreate the sensation of the empathic link, reasoning that it might work both ways. He sent a mental stream outwards, following the trail like a dog with a scent. He expected it to span the miles between here and Xanthus, but instead it turned east and, to his astonishment, drove itself beneath ground.

And then an image popped into Sukhen’s mind.

Not Clymathra.

It was his daughter, Nyra.

 

 




TWENTY-SIX

Nameless panted for breath as he followed Rah-Vos Dar onto the parapet of the northern city wall, while behind and below them in the streets of Jeridium the horse-drawn two-wheelers continued their ceaseless clatter.

He’d risen early and dressed in his mail hauberk and horned helm. He might have looked ridiculous in the oversized armor, but it had to be better than the threadbare coat he’d worn yesterday.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords positively hummed with renewed vigor now that she had recharged beneath the stars, and Nameless accepted a steady trickle of energy from her. Not enough to restore the strength and vitality of youth, but enough to make him feel slightly less old.

The morning suns took some of the chill off the air, and the sky was clear save for a few feathery strips of cloud. Having lived so long in the Southern Crags, he was used to heights, but even so it felt good to know his feet rested upon dwarven stonework. The immensity of Jeridium’s walls was still a source awe to him. Like Arnoch’s walls, Jeridium’s were lined with ocras. It wasn’t any wonder Gitashan’s mangonels had barely scratched the surface.

Nameless leaned out between two merlons, gazing north toward the hazy line of the Farfall Mountains. In the distance, the waters of the inland Chalice Sea that gave Portis its main source of revenue glimmered. The fishing town was now under Gitashan’s control, but for how long, with Thyenna’s army on the way south from Arnoch? To the west he could see the old dwarven road that crossed miles of flatland till it passed from sight among the hills that bordered Arx Gravis. In the far east all he saw was the multi-hued mist coming off the Sea of Weeping, aptly named, given those were the waters he had sailed with Rabnar the Red.

“They have not all gone, then,” Rah-Vos Dar said, pointing out the scattered dwarven carls who’d been left behind to guard the mangonels on this side of the city. The ground where the dwarves’ northern camp had been was churned up mud that bore the deep furrows of wagon wheels. Three tents remained for the carls to sleep in, along with the pavilion that was supposed to disguise the undermining.

“If Thyenna arrives, those carls will likely torch the mangonels, and then they’ll collapse the undermining,” Nameless said. “Gitashan won’t risk her sister capturing the city.”

“It is a wonder to me that she honored your victory over Lord Beogrun and withdrew at all,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “What is that noise?” The Zawalian put a hand to his ear.

Nameless strained to listen, and at first there was nothing; but then he heard it, muffled and echoing. It seemed to be coming from a valley to the north that carved its way through dense woodland.

“Sounds like hammer blows.”

“The dwarves are building something?”

“I’ve a meeting with the full Senate mid-morning. If they don’t already know, I’ll bring it to their attention.”

“Do not be surprised if they are still set on a political solution,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

Nameless shook his head. “There is none. If this was just about the dwarves, we could bloody their noses and get their attention, make them respect me enough to have me back as king.”

“And you would do that?”

“If it stopped the killing, I would. My people have swollen in numbers since I’ve been away, but they still can’t afford heavy losses in a war like this. We’re a dying race.”

“But it’s not just about the dwarves,” the Zawalian said.

“No, it’s not.” Nameless had told Rah-Vos Dar about his discussion with Nils, about the feuding shadows behind the dwarven civil war. Nils had sworn him to secrecy about his use of Otto Blightey’s grimoire, but not about the Lich Lord’s involvement in the war. Nor Hekata N’Gat’s. There had been no mention of the ancient feud at yesterday’s meeting with the Select Committee, but that didn’t mean the Senate didn’t know about it. Perhaps later at the full Senate meeting more would be disclosed, and if not, Nameless saw no choice but to tell them as much as he knew.

“I do not envy your position,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Are you prepared for this Senate meeting?”

How could he prepare? He had no idea what the Senate’s agenda was, if indeed it had one.

“I was hoping you’d go in my place.”

“I am Zawalian. My skin is too ruddy for their tastes. Besides, I am expected at the Wayist hospital on Graenor Street. Principal Fargin has given me a letter of introduction to the matron.”

“You’ve become a Wayist?”

Rah-Vos Dar let out a rumbling laugh. “I merely wish to make myself useful, should the siege resume. Fighting is not the same for me with my injured hand. It is time I put my other skills to good use. It is what Ush-Gog wills.”

“Ush-Gog that no one believes in anymore?”

The Zawalian grinned. “Ah, but perhaps they will, if through my good works he is made known.”

When Rah-Vos Dar left for Serenity Hospital, Nameless remained atop the wall, watching the shimmering colors of the Sea of Weeping. Thinking. Remembering….

***

Sulfur.

Burned flesh.

The stench of rot.

The head of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords felt suddenly heavy, and Nameless let it swing to the snow-covered ground, still holding onto the haft with frost-bitten fingers.

Blood, blood everywhere, most of it black, but too much of it red and turning the snow pink. The pines that fringed the beach swayed to the command of the wind, casting flickering shadows across the ground.

Nils was staring at his hands, whorls of smoke rising from them. Charred corpses surrounded the young sorcerer. He hadn’t learned such power at the Academy; he’d cobbled it together on their travels. Experience was the best and worst of teachers.

Rabnar’s cutlass dripped dark blood. The bodies at his feet had been outside the ambit of Nils’s flames, but they were just as dead. It seemed an odd way of putting it: they had been dead before Rabnar and his crewmen cut them down: moldering corpses animated by necromancy.

The Captain met Nameless’s gaze; shared a look of concern. What Nils had done had saved them, but the lad had shocked himself. Shocked them all. When Rabnar shook his head at the carnage, the surviving crewmen took it as a signal and headed for the longboats that had brought them ashore.

Out in the bay, the Watchful Wake seemed like an island in a nightmare. They should never have come to Verusia; everyone agreed on that now. Nameless shouldn’t have led them here.

A warping of the air drew his eye—Ilesa returning to human form from the wolf-thing she’d become during the fight. Black gore covered her lips and chin, but she didn’t seem to notice as she strode toward him. She was too angry. She hooked her arm in his and led him out of earshot. Nils still hand’t moved.

“That’s it,” she said. “Enough. This has to stop. It’s gotten us nowhere.” She gestured at the fallen sailors. “It’s gotten them killed.”

“I will have my revenge!” Nameless growled. “What that shogger did to Cordy… It will not go unanswered!”

Ilesa’s jaw clenched. Her green eyes flashed dangerously. With a deep breath and a sigh, she transformed rage into calm as easily as she’d turned into a monstrous wolf. “Back at Arx Gravis, you shattered Blightey’s skull. Wasn’t that enough?”

“Of course it’s not enough! While that thing still exists, it will never be enough.”

“And what about them?” Ilesa pointed to the dead sailors. “What about Nils and Rabnar?” The look she gave Nameless said, What about me? “Even now, Blightey’s hurting you. Controlling you. Winning. Let it go.”

Nameless’s hands shook as the anger drained out of him. “You’re scared, lassie. Same as the rest of them. It’s only natural.”

“Of course I’m scared. And so should you be. We’ve both seen what the Lich Lord can do. Even without a body—without his impregnable skull—he’ll be laying traps. By bringing us here, you’re doing exactly what he expects you to do. And he’s not done with you, Nameless, I can guarantee that. Monsters like Blightey don’t stop.”

“Which is why I have to make him stop.”

Ilesa shook her head. “You don’t even know Blightey returned to Verusia! He could be anywhere. We could stop right now. We could all go home.”

“Without Cordy, I have no home.”

“Then Blightey’s already won!” Ilesa let go his arm and set off toward the shore.

“Lassie…”

She stopped and looked back at him.

“Why did you come on this voyage?” he asked.

“Why do you think, you stupid shogger?”

Nameless swallowed. Fought back tears.

[For once she’s right,] Paxy said.

“Aye, lassie, she is,” Nameless mumbled. “Captain!”

Rabnar responded with a glare.

“I’m done with Verusia,” Nameless called to him. “How about you?”

Rabnar’s eyes widened. He nodded slowly, and then he grinned. “Are you ready to pillage the Empire instead?”

“You’re the Captain. From now on I’ll do as I’m told.”

“Then join me in my cabin once we get back on board. I wanted your opinion on a bottle of rum I’ve been saving.”

The first of the longboats was already in the water, and Rabnar instructed his sailors to launch the second.

Ilesa’s eyes glistened with tears of relief as she and Nameless went together to Nils. She took the lad by one arm and Nameless took the other. Nils glanced between them, stammered something that came out as gibberish.

Nameless ruffled his hair.“You did good, laddie. It’s going to be all right.”

They reached the second longboat and helped Nils aboard. As they took up oars with Rabnar and the others and started to ease out toward the Watchful Wake, Nameless glanced at Ilesa. “Thank you, lassie.”

“Don’t worry,” she said as she pulled on her oar. “I won’t let you forget.”

 

 




TWENTY-SEVEN

The Senate Chamber was swiftly filling up with men and women in white togas, their sandaled feet delivering echoing clacks on the polished wooden floorboards. The chamber was a vast circular space with a domed ceiling. Tiers of benches surrounded the central speaking floor, rising like the seats of an arena, which Nameless supposed it was, judging by the adversarial nature of Jeridium’s politics.

His attention wandered from the senators taking their seats amid the hubbub of greetings, private whispers, and the kind of raucous laughter usually reserved for taverns. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords lying across his lap purred contentedly, while Nameless found himself looking instead at the constellated glowstones set into the domed ceiling. They emitted a soft, pearly light that perfectly lit the chamber without the flicker of candles or lamps.

Nils nudged him. “My contribution to last year’s refurbishments. What do you think?”

The sorcerer was seated beside Nameless on one of the first tier benches that hemmed the speaking floor. Nils was the only senator not dressed in white, and he stood out like a sore thumb in his black academic robes.

“We had glowstones at Arx Gravis, but I was never much for faen lore.”

“Oh, pish,” Nils said, “a hundred years from now every home will have glowstones. Shush now. The First Senator, Drisa Malkin.”

A woman entered the speaking floor from an aisle between the benches. Her mousy hair was shot through with grey and piled atop her head in elaborate braids and knots. She had a broad face but strong, angular cheekbones and deep-set eyes that glinted blue in the light of the glowstones. Her lips were plump and sensuous, and a slight paunch bulged beneath the fabric of her toga.

The First Senator’s voice carried effortlessly due to the reflection of sound from the floorboards, walls, and the domed ceiling; the echo that followed in its wake lent it an air of gravity. But after the initial call to order and recap of the Senate’s procedures, Nameless didn’t really listen to her introductory speech. He couldn’t help himself overlaying Cordy’s image, seeing his deceased wife in Drisa Malkin’s proud bearing, her broad hips, her fierce intelligence. Such a woman was wasted leading a senate of prevaricating shogwits. She should have been a queen.

He became aware of the First Senator looking directly at him. The chamber had grown deathly quiet, and once again Nils nudged him, this time sharply in the ribs.

“Stand,” the sorcerer whispered.

Nameless suddenly felt conspicuous sitting there in his armor among all these refined politicians. He removed his helm and tucked it under his arm, then stood and nodded to the First Senator. Apparently, she had just introduced him to the chamber, for the assembled senators all rose and started to clap. Beside Nameless, Nils stood too, nodding and grinning like a proud parent.

“Again we thank you for coming in Jeridium’s time of peril,” the First Senator said.

Nameless was starting to feel bad about not listening to her speech now. More than that, he was starting to feel old again. Senile. The only upside was that he hadn’t dozed off in the meeting with a string of drool clinging to his beard.

“With your leave, King Nameless, we will seek your advice once the proposers and respondents have relinquished the floor. I do hope you understand. We have set ways of doing things in the Senate, procedures that must be followed.”

“Of course, First Senator,” Nameless said, “but if I may: I’m no longer a king. Haven’t been since before you were born.”

Drisa Malkin merely smiled then conceded the floor to the first proposer, Senator Crannock, who made a strong case for bolstering Jeridium’s already formidable defenses while at the same time leading the legions in pursuit of Gitashan’s army and engaging them before they could reach Arx Gravis. Nameless shook his head at that. He very much doubted Gitashan was going anywhere near Arx Gravis, not with her sister Thyenna so close to the prize of Jeridium. Nils leaned in close and whispered for him to say nothing; there would be time for him to offer his comments later.

An objection was raised to Crannock’s proposal when he gave way to the first respondent, a young woman with glittering strands braided into her hair.

“Senator Jilma Zar,” Nils whispered. “One of the Appeasement Lobby.”

Jilma Zar feigned a yawn as she said, “Thank you, Senator Crannock. No surprises there. However, not everyone in this chamber is so set on war, and certainly not on placing our legions at unnecessary risk by attacking the enemy out in the open, especially after the dwarves have honorably withdrawn.”

Taunts and heckles drowned out what Jilma Zar tried to say next, and she positively pouted as she waited for the chamber to quieten. “First Senator,” she said at last, “I note with concern that Senator Dudley is not yet with us, and therefore request that this session be adjourned until we can ascertain his whereabouts.”

Nils leaned in again to whisper, “All she cares about is Dudley’s vote when she posits a motion. Dudley’s the ringleader of the appeasers.”

“They still think they can appease the dwarves?” Nameless said. He frowned at Jilma Zar, shaking his head.

Senator Welsus Volpadine stood. “Senator Dudley was not present at the Select Committee meeting yesterday, First Senator. It’s not the first time he’s failed to attend.”

“Thank you, Senator,” Drisa Malkin said. “Duly noted.”

“I bet I can tell you where Dudley is,” a heckler cried out. “Probably found himself a new bed-boy.”

The chamber erupted into laughter.

The First Senator hunted out the culprit with her eyes. “That is not appropriate conduct for this chamber, Senator Aldrich.”

“And neither is sodomy!” Aldrich, a gruff old man, replied to the eruption of more laughter.

“Aldrich is a Wayist bishop,” Nils said. “He can’t be seen to condone immorality, at least not in public.”

“Order!” the First Senator growled, and gradually the commotion settled. “We will take a vote. All those in favor of waiting until Senator Dudley can be located before we resume this session, raise your right hand.”

Almost half the chamber did, but not quite. Drisa Malkin’s head bobbed as she did a quick count and then she said, “Motion denied. This session will continue. Senator Zar, do you have anything more to say, or will you concede the floor?”

Jilma Zar was red-faced with frustration. “I will concede, First Senator,” she said, and then returned to her bench.

“Second proposer,” Drisa Malkin said, and a Senator named Cletchin heaped opprobrium on Crannock’s proposal of an aggressive pursuit of the dwarves, while at the same time ridiculing the naïveté of the appeasers. She had a lot of support, it seemed, for the middle ground she advocated.

What was interesting, though, Nameless thought as the proceedings continued, was that there was no discussion of Otto Blightey, Hekata N’Gat, and the Slathian, Sukhen Sahtis. He said as much to Nils during a recess.

“Make no mention of it,” Nils said. “Not here. Not yet. I’m sure some of my colleagues already know about Blightey’s involvement. That they’ve said nothing tells me they might be complicit.”

“You have traitors in the Senate?” Nameless asked.

“Always. Politicians will do anything for money.”

“And Otto Blightey has money?”

Nils shrugged. “Who knows what Blightey offers them. Maybe threats, maybe promises of power.” He looked away at that, no doubt reliving his own shame at having been so easily duped. “My point is that we don’t know who our enemies are, so it’s best to play dumb while we work out if there’s anything we can do about the Lich Lord.”

“And the Witch Queen,” Nameless said.

“Ah,” Nils said, “This should be interesting.”

Nameless followed the sorcerer’s gaze to where a military man was making his way between the tiered benches to the floor. Military in attire, Nameless thought, but not in bearing.

The man was young, and his neatly trimmed box beard glistened with oil. He was going prematurely bald, and he had a crooked beak of a nose with the widest, most flaring nostrils Nameless had ever seen. He wore the leather kilt of a legionary, a mirror-bright cuirass, and a cloak of black velvet edged with grey fur. Under one arm he carried a golden helm with a white horsehair plume. The heroic attire was offset by the man’s rounded shoulders—probably from too much time at a desk—his flat feet, and dainty little hands that had likely never been callused from gripping a sword, or any other weapon for that matter.

Drisa Malkin welcomed him to the floor and introduced him as Marshal Jaten Garret, the man in charge of Jeridium’s defenses. Around the chamber, senators turned to one another and exchanged hushed words. Some might have sniggered.

“He’s the Marshal?” Nameless said. “I take it he didn’t come up through the ranks?”

“The appointment was a favor for his father, Lord Stannik Garret,” Nils said, “one of the richest men in Jeridium, and a donor to the Medryn-Tha Progress Party, most of whom are involved with the Appeasement Lobby. Unluckily for young Garret here, the dwarves laid siege to the city within weeks of him taking up his post. The previous Marshal was a big drinker—you’d have liked him. They say he was making a toast in some plush wine bar when his liver exploded.” He shook his head and shuddered. “Apparently, it was quite messy.”

Marshal Garret made a pompous speech without any real substance, then invited questions from the senators. The questions were as worthless as the speech: how the defense budget was being spent; whether the Marshal thought it was sufficient (he did); whether the number of active legionaries could be reduced now the siege was over; did the Marshal think Gitashan’s army would return after seven days, or did he think she would give up and return to Arx Gravis with her tail between her legs? Should an embassy be sent to Queen Thyenna to see if terms could be agreed before she arrived at Jeridium?

Garret stammered his replies, several times deferring to Senator Crannock, who rolled his eyes and offered answers that involved anything but appeasement.

Eventually, Nameless could contain himself no longer and stood. “How many legionaries serve under you, Marshal?”

Garret coughed into his fist and mumbled something.

“I’m sorry?” Nameless said.

“Uhm, Senator Crannock…” Garret started, but Nameless cut him off.

“I was asking you, laddie.”

Hushed murmurs passed around the chamber, and First Senator Drisa Malkin shot Nameless a black look.

“Well?” Nameless asked.

“We… we have two cohorts, King Nameless.”

“How many companies to a cohort?”

“Four. No, five.”

“And how many men to a company?”

“Is there a point to this?” Drisa Malkin asked.

Crannock guffawed, then covered his mouth.

“I…” Garret stammered. “I really don’t see…”

“Are you left or right-handed?” Nameless asked, indicating the longsword hanging from the Marshal’s gem-studded belt.

Garret’s left hand went to the hilt, then the right.

“Have you drawn it in battle?” Nameless asked. “Do you even know how to sharpen it? Have you ever killed a man?”

“Marshal Garret is what they call a new breed of officer,” Crannock said, voice dripping sarcasm. By they he presumably meant the Medryn-Tha Progress Party—the appeasers.

“Last question,” Nameless said.

“Please,” Garret said, doing his best to pull back his shoulders and project an air of confidence. “Ask away.”

“What is your primary objective in this conflict?”

“Primary? Objective?”

“How will you win this war and keep the city safe, Marshal?”

“I…” Garret looked to Crannock but saw no help there. He glanced at Drisa Malkin, Jilma Zar, Senator Cletchin. “We… Well, it is our considered opinion that… Talk. We must open a dialogue with Queen Gitashan and Queen Thyenna. Find out what they want and… Yes, talk.”

There were nods of encouragement from certain groups among the senators, while others shook their heads or covered their eyes.

“Thank you, Marshal,” Nameless said, and sat back down on his bench.

“Any more questions?” Garret asked, not waiting to see if there were. He dipped his head to Drisa Malkin, gave an awkward salute, then disappeared back up the aisle.

When the session resumed, the debate shifted to how best the Senate could parley with the forces arrayed against them. There were strong opinions for and against the idea of negotiations, and Nameless found it insulting that a good many senators agreed there was no point, that the dwarves couldn’t be trusted.

Eventually, the senators ran out of things to say, and so it was left to Drisa Malkin to invite Nameless to take the floor and let them have his opinion.

And so he gave it to them. Told them that appeasement was for idiots. The First Senator half stood, as if she were about to remind him of Senate rules, then sat down again. Nameless was a guest here—Drisa Malkin had called him King. Clearly she thought Jeridium still needed him, and she was astute enough to give him his head. Nameless caught sight of Marshal Garret in one of the back rows, staring vacantly at the ceiling.

“Whatever has driven my people to war,”—Nameless pointedly looked at Nils—“is not going to be amenable to pleading or the paying of a tribute. The reasons for this sudden aggression must be dire indeed, for the dwarves are a dying race. We can’t afford a war like this, and yet here we are.”

“Are you saying we’re responsible for dwarven aggression?” a young senator said in a nasally whine.

Nameless took an instant dislike to the man. With a measured sigh, he said, “What I’m saying is what I just said.” Then, with an iron glare he added, “Senator.”

The young man flushed with anger but said no more.

“The reasons for war are seldom simple,” Nameless went on. “And I’m sure most of you here are far better versed in them than I am. Before anything, I am a fighter. Even when King of Arnoch, I was still at heart a warrior. People like you decide when to fight and why. My expertise lies in the how, and in the execution. I’ll be honest with you.” He let his eyes rove the Senate Chamber. “I’m not sure that means much to any of you, given you see my people as a race of lying shoggers.” Drisa Malkin’s eyes smoldered, but Nameless didn’t care. Let her be angry. He would match her. “Whatever the real reasons for this conflict, our actions must remain the same. Now is not the time for guessing motives. We’re already over the brink. The fight has begun.”

“And ended!” a heckler called out.

“For now,” Nameless said. “But the truce agreed upon was for seven days, and already one has passed. I’ll let you into a secret: despite what you seem to think, the keeping of our word is a point of honor among my people, but Queen Gitashan is an exception to the rule. I’d stake my beard on her finding a way to return and attack the city before the truce is over. I assume none of you are completely deaf, and that you would have heard the hammering outside the walls this morning.”

“They are building something,” Drisa Malkin said.

“Building what?” Nameless asked. “A pilgrimage site for Wayists? A children’s fort where the young of Jeridium and Arx Gravis can play war games together? A marketplace for selling all that fish they must be catching now they have control of Portis?”

Crannock rose. “Some new siege engine, I’ll wager. I told you we should strike now, while we have the chance.”

“Sit down, Crannock,” the First Senator said. Then to Nameless, “We have people on the walls watching. The construction takes place out of sight, within Carys Woods. If it is a new weapon, we will know when they bring it out.”

“With respect, First Senator,” Nils said from his bench, “that might be too late.”

All around the chamber voices were raised in furious debate. This time it wasn’t the First Senator who stilled them. It was Nameless.

“If the dwarves behaved like this when I was King,” he bellowed, “I’d have cut off their beards to wipe my arse with!”

That did the trick. It grew so quiet you could have heard a ravine rat fart. Nameless smiled to himself, because that’s what his pa would have said.

“You have spies, I assume?” he said. “Scouts we could send outside to see what the dwarves are building?”

More furious arguing, and then the appeaser Jilma Zar was on her feet. “That would be seen as an act of aggression on our part,” she said. “We cannot assume Gitashan intends to rekindle the war. She has withdrawn, and now is the time to negotiate.”

“Really?” Nameless said. “You know Gitashan personally, do you? You know how she’ll act if we show her one sign of weakness?” Actually, Nameless didn’t believe it made a blind bit of difference what the Senate decided. Gitashan would resume her attack anyway, once she’d found a way to persuade the commanders of the army there was no other choice. And the more he thought about it, the more he doubted Gitashan had much say in the matter. If Otto Blightey was indeed the real force behind the dwarves’ aggression, Gitashan was nothing but a pawn.

“Well…” Jilma Zar started, but Nameless carried on talking over her.

“Listen,” he said, directing his next words to the First Senator. “I was once a king. We do things differently in Arnoch. All this squabbling that you call debate gets right up my nose. Forgive me if I’m blunt, but a king speaks and his will is done. I may not be a king any longer, but that is what I’m used to. So I’ll give you my opinion and then I’ll say no more. Either you want my help or you don’t. But if you do, it will be on my terms.”

He outlined how in war a truce is supposed to be a time for both sides to negotiate, but in reality it is often a time to bolster defenses and plan new strategies for attack. He told them how the dwarves would undermine the city walls and eventually collapse a section, ocras or no ocras. He told them how his people would then swarm through the breach while at the same time using ladders to scale the intact sections of the walls. “This is what we must plan for,” he told them, noticing Crannock’s nods of approval. “The worst that can happen. We need to build palisades within the city, barricades to funnel the enemy into killing grounds in the streets. We need to make sure archers occupy the upper stories of buildings at strategic locations where we expect the dwarves to break through. We need countermeasures against their sappers. We need to send out merchants to bring in more provisions from the unoccupied towns, perhaps even war bands to reclaim some of the supply routes. Jeridium must be restocked for a long siege, because then time will be on our side, whereas it most definitely is not on Gitashan’s. We need to sally out at night and destroy the siege engines. We need to get word to any remaining allies in the area and set traps for Thyenna’s march south.”

“All of which will be construed as aggression,” the young senator who whined out of his nose said.

“Laddie, you’re a shogger,” Nameless said. “Interrupt me again and I’ll put you over my knee. Defense is not aggression. It is what you must do to survive. And if I’m wrong, then we’ve lost nothing save hard work and a little time. Better that than streets running with blood.”

Crannock stood and started to clap, and pretty soon half the chamber joined him in a standing ovation.

But only half.

First Senator Drisa Malkin waited for the applause to die down then faced Nameless in the center of the speaking floor. “The chamber is divided,” she said, “but that is nothing new.” A few senators laughed at that, but Drisa Malkin was in no mood for humor. “Thank you, King Nameless,” she said pointedly, as if the Senate had decided he was to resume the throne of Arnoch whether his people wanted it or not. “We will recess, and when we return there will be a ballot to determine whether we follow the course of action King Nameless has set before us, or if we do as Senator Jilma Zar has proposed and send envoys to both Gitashan and Thyenna. If we vote for the latter,” she said to Nameless, “I hope you will be our ambassador and speak to your people on our behalf.”

“I will not,” Nameless said. “Because I can’t abide futility. I will fight for you, but only because we may then be able to negotiate from a position of strength, which is all my people understand.” He wasn’t being strictly honest. He also hoped that fighting a defensive war would bide them time to confirm the real root of the dwarven aggression, and for people more skilled than him in such matters to work out a solution to the menace of Otto Blightey and the Witch Queen. People like Nils and his Academy sorcerers, perhaps. People like Shadrak, if he ever showed up again.

During the recess, while Nils spoke with a group of his toga-clad colleagues in the corridor outside the Senate Chamber, Nameless was approached by Welsus Volpadine, who’d not only met him outside the city after he defeated Beogrun, but who had chaired yesterday’s pointless Select Committee meeting. Volpadine’s smile of greeting was more of a twitch, and he nervously fussed with his downy hair, as if he feared it would fly away at any moment.

“I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Volpadine said, “but do you have any idea what this is?” He held out a scrap of rolled up parchment.

“It’s a message,” Nameless said, taking it and unrolling it. “The kind carried by pigeons.”

“I know that,” Volpadine said with a flash of irritation, “but what does it say?” Glancing disdainfully in Nils’s direction, he added, “The scholars at the Academy could make no sense of it.”

Nameless squinted at the symbols—blockish script in some language he didn’t recognize. There were numbers too. He reversed it and traced the broken edges of a wax seal.

“Is that a stag’s head?”

“The seal of Darik Gan, Laird of Illius,” Volpadine said.

“A friend of yours?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

Nameless shrugged and handed the parchment back.

“What about the name at the top?” Volpadine said. “It’s addressed to Caelin Claver. Surely you’ve heard of her—Caelin the Cleaver?”

“Can’t say I have,” Nameless said. “Is she an entertainer?”

Volpadine almost scowled then chose to laugh instead—a polite, girlish laugh. “She is—was—a great military strategist.”

“Is she dead?”

“The Cleaver is, but not Caelin.” Volpadine shook his head and scoffed. “She once trained our legionaries, you know. Made a name for herself in the fight circles. Not that I approve of such barbarity, but they say she was undefeated in more than fifty bouts.”

“Is that so?” Nameless said, duly impressed. “I’d like to meet her.”

“Fat chance of that. Senator—Bishop—Aldrich says Caelin headed north more than a year ago, to Malfen, if you can believe it. Poor bastards were hit hard when Thyenna’s forces came through the Pass.”

“Senator Volpadine,” Nils said, returning to Nameless’s side.

“Senator Fargin. I was just showing His Majesty here the parchment I asked your people to decipher.”

“Well, I’m sure Nameless has put the mystery of its meaning to rest. The legends of his heroics are of course exaggerated, but not his academic brilliance, nor his expertise with code breaking.”

Nameless let out a guffaw and had to wipe the spittle from his beard.

Volpadine gave a tight smile and walked away.

“We’re being recalled to the Senate Chamber,” Nils said. “Not you. Not yet. You’re to stay here till after the vote.”

Nameless was tempted to slip away as he watched the senators file back inside. He didn’t belong here. He was a fighter not a politician. But where would he go? Back to the Crags to sit out the war and die in peace? How could he, with all that had come to light about Otto Blightey? If not for himself, then he needed to stay for Cordy, for her memory, to in some way avenge her death. Because all those years at the bottom of the fissure had done nothing to allay his grief.

He waited more than an hour in the corridor, but he was used to waiting, used to staring at walls for ages without end. His black mood crept over him once again, turning his limbs to stone and sifting all hope and consolation from his plummeting thoughts.

[Don’t despair, my Exalted,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said in his mind. [I’m still with you.] A reassuring thrum came through her haft.

Finally, Nils came through the double doors to usher him back inside. The First Senator waited for Nameless at the center of the speaking floor, and beside her was Marshal Garret.

“We have reached a decision,” she told Nameless as he joined her. She looked him in the eye and held his gaze, as if she were appraising his worth. Garret, on the other hand, seemed to be examining a scuff mark on one of his sandals. Then, with a half smile, the First Senator said, “We are going to fight.”

Nameless nodded. “That’s good to hear.”

“On one condition,” Drisa Malkin added. “Marshal Garret has graciously offered to stand down during the crisis.”

Garret looked up from his sandal, jaw clenched. He cleared his throat, as if about to speak, then dipped his head again.

“He believes someone familiar with the dwarves would be better suited to the task in hand,” Drisa Malkin continued. “Someone with real experience of war. We have therefore taken a vote, and by a slim majority the Senate has proposed that you, King Nameless, take over as Marshal of Jeridium’s defenses.”

 

 




TWENTY-EIGHT

Caelin’s guts clenched the moment the crystal engine left the roots of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. Outside the faceted windows, the tunnel walls sped by in a blur of struts and supports that swiftly gave way to uncut rock. She glimpsed seams of glistening ore embedded in the stone, and in among them darker veins of ocras. There were hundreds of tributary tunnels leading away from the main artery they traveled along, giving the impression of a vast rabbit warren or the inside of an ant-hill, where the ants would have been the size of horses.

For the umpteenth time, Caelin tugged at the restraints securing her in the leather-like seat, but there was no longer any give in them. What had at first been pliant was now as hard as steel. At the center of the brass table, the glassy sphere pulsed with blue light. She had the sense it was speaking, though there was no sound, save for the whining hum of the engine. She felt certain, though, that Nyra, seated opposite, could hear something—words perhaps. A voice.

Nyra drew in a long breath and let it out.

“Were you talking to that thing?” Caelin asked.

“It spoke to me, but I don’t think it listened to my responses. It knows our destination, and will stop the engine when we arrive.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“It’s what she told me.”

“She?”

“The voice from the sphere.”

“Oh.” Caelin frowned, then once more tried her restraints.

“They’ll release when we arrive,” Nyra said.

“The woman in the sphere told you that?”

“No, but it seems reasonable to suppose. We have a little time, Caelin. How do you want to use it?”

“Tell me about Otto Blightey.”

“Didn’t you hear enough about him in Malfen?”

“Something I don’t already know.”

“There’s a new tale I was working on before the dwarves invaded. I’ve not tried it out on anyone yet.”

“Tell me.”

Nyra lowered her eyes, which is when Caelin noticed the skald was picking at the dried blood beneath her broken fingernails. She could only imagine what was going through Nyra’s mind, knowing that her father had flown to Otto Blightey for help. If she hadn’t been conflicted about her father before, she had to be now. Sukhen Sahtis, it seemed, was a key player in the war between Arx Gravis and Jeridium, and if Aristodeus was to be believed, he was also the unwitting instrument of Blightey’s steady growth in power.

“All right,” Nyra said, a quaver in her voice, which she did her best to disguise with a smile. “It’s not one of the nastier stories about Blightey. Actually, it’s more of a romance.”

In the same mellifluous voice she used for her performances, Nyra told Caelin of Otto Blightey as a child in the Empire of Vanatus, his love for the natural beauty of Aosia, and his tender affection for every living creature, even down to the tiniest insect. Blightey had been fascinated by the natural world, so much so that he’d pinned frogs to trees to see what would happen; he’d pulled the legs off crane flies, and he’d stoned the jellyfish that drifted like scum on the incoming tide whenever he visited the sea.

As the beguiling melodies of Nyra’s voice washed over her, Caelin relaxed back in her chair, immersed in the images, the sounds and the smells of Otto Blightey’s childhood, as Nyra had imagined it, as the sources she drew upon had suggested it to her. Caelin felt revulsion for the cruelties Blightey inflicted upon all manner of creatures, but another part of her—the part that was swept up in the tale so that it saw through the eyes of the young Blightey—was elated, excited, aroused.

“As a young man,” Nyra said, switching to summary, “Blightey took religious vows and rose to become a priest. His reputation for piety grew, and his counsel was sought by lords and kings. Summoned to a council in the ancient city of Vanatus, Blightey was introduced to the daughter of a visiting nobleman from Khyem in Northern Zawalia. Her name was Hekata N’Gat.

“Hekata’s dusky beauty was a deadly arrow that pierced the armor of the young Otto’s piety. She invited the fledgling priest to her bed, and he was powerless to resist. But something happened during their love making. Something transformative. Something terrible. Blightey emerged from their coupling a changed man. His Wayist pretensions were exposed for what they were…”

Caelin opened her eyes at that and found Nyra looking at her intently.

“… and while he struggled with his conscience, restraint fell away from him, and he began to revel in who he really was: the boy who pinned frogs to trees.”

Nyra paused, letting her words sink in. She tensed, as if she’d recollected some painful memory of her own; as if her tale had crystalized for her the threat laid out before them. When she spoke next, Caelin’s suspicions were confirmed.

“I’m sorry,” Nyra said, the quaver back in her voice, the spell of her storytelling broken.

“Bad memories?”

“Bad thoughts.” Nyra worried her bottom lip until Caelin feared it would start to bleed. “When my father left on his quest to Tho’Agoth, I was so happy. I hoped he’d never return.”

But Aristodeus had told Nyra that Sukhen Sahtis had indeed made it back. Caelin remained silent, giving the skald room to think.

At length, Nyra returned to the topic of her story, as if the horrors it contained were more palatable than the conflict eating her up from the inside.

“Why should a man as holy as Blightey succumb so easily to the lust of the flesh?”

Caelin stiffened. She tried not to take it as a condemnation of what she’d done herself, but she was only partially successful. “You’re asking me?”

“Was it Hekata’s beauty?” Nyra asked. “The power of a young man’s surging needs? Or was it something else… the inquisitiveness of the vivisectionist with a scalpel?” And here she looked at Caelin with fear in her eyes, as if she’d fully realized where they were heading and what manner of evil they were to face. “When they found Hekata N’Gat, she’d been sliced up with surgical precision and left to bleed to death.”

Silence fell between them, broken only by the background whine of the engine as it glided along an endless tunnel. When Nyra continued, it was with the voice of a scholar lecturing a classroom of disinterested students. Caelin realized she was probably reciting her research for her story verbatim, making use of her trained memory.

“Blightey went on to develop a fascination for the pleasures of the flesh in all their permutations. He was the same with pain and suffering, plumbing their depths. When he discovered sorcery, he embraced it with relentless zeal. He had no inhibitions. No limits. And then he opened himself to the whisperings of the Abyss.

“After he’d achieved mastery over magic, and he’d prolonged his own existence a thousand times beyond natural limits, he seemed to realize what he’d lost, what he’d become. There was no going back for him. There was only going further.

“He tracked down the grave of Hekata N’Gat and disinterred her mummified remains. Either it was a mistake, an overreach of his sadistic tendencies, or a fleeting moment of regret, but Blightey restored her to life. Realizing his error, he cast her into the nightmare lands of Cerreth, where she still endures, entombed in the Grave City, consumed with thoughts of vengeance. For hundreds of years she has striven to match Blightey’s power, spreading magical trinkets far and wide: lures for sorcerers, whose essence she imbibes.

“And still the Lich Lord and the Witch Queen battle each other, but always by proxy, never face to face. Either they’re too equally matched, and know each other’s ways intimately, or perhaps they both enjoy the game, maybe even need it in some perverse way.”

Nyra sat with her head down, staring into her lap for a long while. When she looked up, she gave a self-effacing grin. “There. What do you think?”

“Romance, you say?”

Nyra didn’t respond with some wisecrack like Caelin expected. “I’ve never told an unfinished tale before. Most of it was notes.”

“I guessed,” Caelin said. “But thank you. It helped.”

“You have a plan?”

“I’m working on it.”

If Aristodeus hadn’t been lying to them—and there was no way of ruling that out—the only thing to do was take away Otto Blightey’s source of power. They needed to get to his grimoire and deliver it into the hands of the faen.

***

Hours passed with neither of them speaking. At first Nyra watched Caelin, settled back in her chair, hands clasped in an attitude of prayer. The priestess’s eyes were closed, and her lips moved with the words of some pious litany. Once or twice Caelin flinched, perhaps reliving the sin she’d committed with Nyra as she begged the Way’s forgiveness. Nyra scoffed silently to herself. The Way was a religion for children and imbeciles. And yet Caelin was neither. The priestess needed her support, not her derision.

Following Caelin’s example, Nyra eventually closed her eyes and retreated into herself, preparing for Arx Gravis and what she might have to face there. But in that quiet time, her mental streams drifted in disarray. She was tired, and her well felt as though it were leaking essence. There was a new sense, though, nebulous and intangible; and through it she still felt the ripples of fear from her father. The sense was Clymathra’s gift to her, but the last person Nyra wanted an empathic link with was Sukhen Sahtis. Even as she thought about her father, she began to wonder if the link worked both ways: if Sukhen could feel what she could.

And what was that exactly? She was so tired, all her emotions seemed to run into one, a bubbling soup of many flavors, but none of them distinct. She was afraid. There was visceral dread, but there were no images running through her mind of what might happen. What she did have was some kind of mystical intuition that came through the new sense she’d acquired: the certainty that her father knew she was coming, that he was waiting for her. What frightened her most, though, was the feeling that, beneath Sukhen’s ever-present fear, was another emotion, a gossamer thread that would be so easy to snap. That emotion was hope.

Nyra’s reverie was interrupted by a tingle in her mental threads which caused them to bunch together and resume some semblance of order. She felt the intrusion and granted it permission to enter her mind.

“We are approaching the mines outside Arx Gravis,” said the woman in her head.

“And from there,” Nyra asked aloud, “how do we get inside the city?”

No response.

She heard Caelin shift in her chair and opened her eyes. The priestess’s essence was roiling once more, as if prayer, or simply the peace of sitting with her eyes closed, had restored her as much as sleep.

“What’s happening?” Caelin asked.

“We’ve arrived.”

The crystal engine slowed as it entered a cavern. Ore was stacked in mountainous piles either side of the tracks, some of it ocras, in among it nuggets and seams of iron and possibly even gold. What looked like lava vents or blowholes pocked the walls of the cavern.

The crystal engine slowed to a crawl and then came to a complete halt. The woman’s voice said, “You have arrived at your destination.”

The sphere on the table winked rapidly for a few seconds and then its blue light died. The crystal facets that encased the carriage rippled and lost substance, and the seat restraints released.

Caelin led the way through the liquid crystal, and Nyra followed.

“This way,” the priestess said, indicating a broad tunnel that left the cavern at a gentle upward gradient.

“How do you know?”

Caelin gave her a cold smile. In her black clothes, with the sword sheathed at her hip, she looked more like an assassin than a priestess. “I have a sense for these things.”

It was the Cleaver who had spoken, and once more Nyra felt the seethe of Caelin’s unfettered essence. She nodded that she approved.

They made their way along the passageway, Caelin leading with long fluid strides that gave the impression of gliding. There were dark seams of ocras on virtually every surface, and it struck Nyra that there couldn’t have been a richer mine of the precious ore this side of Aranuin. Or maybe the mines represented the fringes of the underworld, given that Aristodeus had told them they were to enter Aranuin via the lake at the foot of the Ravine City. She found herself glancing behind as they walked, peering at the shadows, expecting them to move.

At one of the many intersections, Caelin paused as if listening then took the righthand tunnel. The walls here were scabbed with white husks the size of Nyra’s hand. They could have been some kind of chrysalis, but whatever had emerged from them would have been long gone by now, most likely dead. The husks were almost fossilized.

The tunnel brought them to a flight of rough-cut steps hewn into the rock. Following Caelin to the top, Nyra arrived at a ledge overhanging an enormous shaft that dropped away into the darkness below, and rose equally darkly high above. Here, the phosphorescence of the ocras veins faded, leaving them in a gloomy half-light.

Caelin peered upwards. “There’s a cage about fifty feet above,” she said, “and a system of pulleys.”

“You can see that?”

Without answering, Caelin turned to face the wall of the shaft and started to climb like a lizard. Nyra could only watch in awe as the priestess disappeared into the blackness above.

A minute later she heard the rattle of the cage, the clang of iron, and then a high-pitched whirr and hum, which grew steadily louder until the cage came into view. In place of a roof, steel-wound cables led from each of the four top corners to a thicker cable that hung down from somewhere above. The cage stopped level with the ledge, and Caelin, within, pushed open a hinged section and beckoned Nyra inside. The priestess closed the door behind Nyra and then pulled the cage’s lone lever. Nyra clutched at the bars to steady herself as the cage rocked. And then with a whir and a whine they began to rise up the shaft.

“Who built this thing?” Nyra asked. “Because it can’t have been the dwarves.” They were great masons and builders, but the cage and the sorcerously moving pulleys had the feel of faen lore.

“Sektis Gandaw needed vast amounts of ocras for his artificial mountain,” Caelin said. “He must have come to some arrangement with the dwarves and provided them with the means to reach and extract the ore.”

When the cage stopped, it hung a few feet above the mouth of the shaft, and there were steps leading to it from each of the four sides. Opening the door, Nyra descended the steps in front of her to the floor of a large chamber. Leather aprons hung from pegs on one tightly-mortared wall, stone benches beneath them. The ceiling was a good thirty feet high and reinforced with iron struts; at its center hung an elaborate system of pulleys and cogs from which the cage dangled. Wisps of smoke plumed from the pulleys, and the air carried the smell of brimstone.

Around the other walls were several iron tables, orange with rust. Some were strewn with tools and implements—ocras-headed picks and hammers, chisels with ocras blades, pitons, coiled ropes, hooded lanterns. Others were coated with rock dust and slivers of green-veined ore.

The lone passageway that opened onto the chamber sloped upward at a steep gradient, but it was blocked with rubble from where the ceiling had collapsed.

“Looks intentional,” Caelin said.

“So, what do we do now?” Nyra asked. “I assume that was our only way into the city.”

“Don’t you have some sorcery that could blast a way out?”

“If only you approved of sorcery.”

Caelin pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking. “Understand this, Nyra: I prayed during our journey here in the crystal engine. If we’re to succeed, the Cleaver must be given her head.”

“And the Wayist?”

Caelin looked darkly at her. All the restraint the priestess had employed had disappeared along with her white robe. She was a wild animal who’d scented blood.

“My well is half-empty,” Nyra said in a shaky voice. “I don’t have enough essence.”

“Then take mine.”

“But… I still don’t know if I can blast a way out. I’ve never done anything like that before.”

“But you know how?”

“My father taught me theories. But even if I manage it, I’ll be depleted, useless. And maybe you will too.”

Caelin grimaced and turned away from her, at last showing some kind of restraint. So, the Wayist was still in there. The sluagh hadn’t completely ousted her.

“What’s happening to me, Nyra?”

“Isn’t this how you used to be?”

Caelin shook her head. “Never like this. I keep vacillating. In the crystal engine I still felt like my old self, but here, the closer we get to Arx Gravis, I feel only the need to hurry, to fight, to kill.”

“Fear,” Nyra said. “You’re afraid.”

Caelin turned to confront her, eyes grown feral. Nyra met her gaze, doing her utmost to appear calm, but her mental strands whiplashed into activity, ready to defend her with every last drop of her remaining essence.

Caelin broke off first. When she spoke, the priestess sounded like a woman trying to convince herself. “I fear no one.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

Caelin’s eyes widened. She’d expected understanding. She’d expected sympathy.

“Sorry,” Nyra muttered.

Caelin strode toward the rubble-blocked passageway as if she planned to clear it one boulder at a time.

“Wait,” Nyra called after her.

She reached within, braiding her mental strands into a spear of invisible force.

As she dredged up calculations for cants she’d learned by rote under the threat of a beating if she made a mistake, Nyra trembled. It felt as though she were once more being tested, and this time by Caelin instead of her father.

“Out of the way,” she snapped, and Caelin stood aside as Nyra flung the spear of her twisted strands into a boulder at the center of the collapsed passage. As the spear struck, she unleashed a stream of essence along its length. A thousand cracks rent the air, and the boulder disintegrated into dust.

Nyra crumpled to her knees, panting, her well drained dry. As she’d thought, the essence it had contained had been insufficient: she’d needed to draw upon that which sustained her. A vise gripped the sides of her skull and squeezed. She began to retch.

And then came the rolling thunder of an avalanche as rubble and rock collapsed into the space she’d made and a cloud of dust billowed out into the chamber. But the passageway was just as blocked as it had been before.

She felt Caelin’s hands on her shoulders, filling her with warmth. Essence gushed from the priestess in torrents, flooding Nyra with its potency.

“Take more,” Caelin said, breath hot on Nyra’s neck. “As much as you need.”

Nyra’s well yawned and stretched, a great sucking pit that drank Caelin’s essence and kept on drinking. Pressure grew within her head, threatening to split her skull. And still her well kept on increasing, brimming with bubbling essence, until her teeth rattled and her body shook and she felt herself lifting into the air. With an exultant scream, she threw out her braided strands once more and blasted the rockfall with the full force of her borrowed essence.

She braced for an explosion, steadied herself against the shockwave she knew must come, but all she heard was the sifting rush of dust cascading from the passage and spilling into the chamber.

Nyra coughed and gasped for breath. She blinked against the sting of the dust, and tears streamed down her face. When finally the dust cloud settled, she saw a flight of ruined steps that had been hidden by the rubble.

Slowly, gently, she felt herself descending. When her feet touched stone, she stumbled and would have fallen, if not for a fresh surge of essence from Caelin that once more filled her well to overflowing.

Behind her, the priestess moaned, and as Nyra turned, Caelin crumpled to the floor. Nyra knelt to check on her, relieved to find she was still breathing. In an instant, Caelin had fallen into a deep sleep.

 

 




TWENTY-NINE

After lying low for much of the day in his attic room at the Bagman Building, Shadrak emerged at dusk and took a long and meandering route to the Academy. He kept mostly to narrow streets and alleyways, and whenever he saw patrols of the Watch or legionaries on their way to the walls, he stood still, trusting his concealer cloak to keep him hidden. Disheveled people scurried about looking for something to eat, some of them sweating a fever, hacking and coughing and not seeming to care who caught their germs. Plague was rife; he could see that from the charcoal scratches like three claw marks on many of the doors, and the covered carts that occasionally trundled by, stinking of rot.

He avoided anyone he saw, partly out of fear of contamination, partly because he didn’t want to risk being recognized. But when he came to an alley that crossed into the Palidius District, there was a man standing waiting, looking directly at him, despite the concealer cloak.

“Shadrak the Unseen,” the man said in an affable tone. He was old, perhaps in his sixties, and not a very imposing figure. Sunken cheeks and even more sunken eye-sockets. Well-trimmed grey mustache, dark eyes, neatly cropped hair beneath a chimney-stack hat. Long black cloak over a grey jacket and trousers—the uniform of a banker if ever Shadrak saw one. The man walked slowly toward him, tapping the pavement with a silver-tipped cane. “You are not the easiest person to find, but find you I did. A happy chance, yes?”

Something about the old man made Shadrak’s skin crawl. Every sense he had screamed at him to run. He turned and started back the way he’d come, but the old man was suddenly in front of him.

“Allow me to introduce myself. Yosias Brenitch of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank. Partner to Mr. Vernesk Cawdor.”

“Not interested,” Shadrak said. “Already got an account with Sol and Snitch’s.”

“Ah, yes, the bankers to the guilds. I was told you were a guildsman.”

“Former,” Shadrak said.

“Yes, but once a rat….” Brenitch rapped his cane three times on the ground. “Ah, Shadrak, you have caused the bank a good deal of trouble. Inadvertently, I am willing to believe, but trouble all the same. Poor old Mr. Cawdor has been informed. He is not a well man, and I do so dislike disturbing him. But it is nothing you can’t set right. Just return that which was not intended for your eyes, yes?”

Shadrak backed up a few steps, but when he turned Brenitch was once more standing in front of him.

“Senator Dudley is of no concern to the bank, Shadrak. There are plenty more where he came from. You have my word the Senate will leave you alone.”

“Banker’s honor?” Shadrak asked.

Brenitch chuckled. “Yes, quite. Banker’s honor. Very good. You have the vellum on your person, no?”

Shadrak made a show of patting down his pockets. “Must’ve left it at home.”

“You did not,” Brenitch said with such certainty that Shadrak figured the old man or his agents had already been there, probably right after he’d left.

Brenitch took a step forward, and Shadrak’s hand flew to the thundershot tucked in the back of his belt. The old man saw and chuckled. “Really, Shadrak, you’re going to have to do better than that. The lore of the faen has its uses, but in this instance it is quite outmatched. Now, give me the vellum.”

Shadrak’s hand came up and the pistol bucked. Brenitch staggered back, a hole in his chest, but then he continued his advance. Shadrak fired again, and this time the bullet punctured the center of the banker’s forehead. Purplish flames erupted from the bullet hole, there was a blinding flare, and the head exploded. Shards of skull clattered to the ground, their fleshy covering all but incinerated in the blast along with the old man’s hat.

“Huh,” Shadrak said. “Outmatch that.”

Brenitch’s headless body took a lurching step towards him, then another. Shadrak backed away, staring at the fragments of skull vibrating on the ground, inching together. He aimed at Brenitch’s leg and fired. The kneecap imploded and the body collapsed. But already it was starting to stand, the shattered kneecap reforming, sinew, muscle and pallid skin knitting together over the top. And the skull had come back together, webbed with thousands of fractures that started to disappear as bloodless flesh grew to cover it. But there had been nothing inside the skull—no brain. Even so, Brenitch’s grey eyes snapped open and his teeth clacked as the head rolled across the ground and the body stooped to pick it up and fit it back onto the neck.

“Fine,” Shadrak said. “I can do this all day.” He fired at the head again, and again it exploded. This time he didn’t wait around to see what happened. He took off down the alleyway, hit the main street that ran through the heart of the Palidius District, and kept on running.

He didn’t even slow when he reached the cobbled street leading to the Academy, all the while expecting clammy hands to grab him from behind. He climbed the Academy wall and dropped lightly into the garden.

Almost at once a ghostly howling started up and silver light blazed above his head. He’d been a fool. He’d triggered the Academy’s sorcerous wards. He sprinted for the cover of some bushes, but the silver light kept pace with him, pinpointing his position to anyone who cared to see. Abandoning stealth, and gritting his teeth against the keening din, he ran to the entrance and hammered on the door, yelling at the top of his voice for Nameless.

A chuckle from behind made him turn to see Brenitch ambling along the garden path toward him, no sign he’d even opened the gate. The banker’s cane tapped the pavers as he came.

“It’s really no good running,” Brenitch said. “And these sorcerers lack the knowledge to help you.” As if to illustrate his point, he snapped his fingers. At once, the howling ceased and the silver light above Shadrak’s head winked out.

Giving up on the door, Shadrak sprinted for the darkness at the back of the Academy building, but when he rounded the corner Brenitch was there smiling at him.

“The vellum, Shadrak.” The banker held out his hand. “It’s really that simple.”

“And you’ll let me go?”

“The vellum first, then we’ll talk about it.”

“Talk to this,” Shadrak said, raising his pistol and pulling the trigger. It clicked. Out of bullets.

Brenitch shrugged apologetically, and Shadrak threw the thundershot at him, then followed it up with a barrage of razor stars from his baldric. Three of them struck home, lodging in Brenitch’s throat, face, and forehead. Again, no blood. Brenitch casually plucked them out of his flesh and dropped them on the ground.

Shadrak ran back toward the front of the building. He tripped and fell, then saw that it was Brenitch who had somehow caught up with him and tripped him with his cane. A cold hand fastened around Shadrak’s throat.

“The vellum. I won’t ask again.”

Shadrak gasped and coughed. The pressure on his windpipe was crushing. He knew he only had seconds left. He ripped a knife from his baldric and slashed it across Brenitch’s wrist—to no avail. Then he rammed the blade in deep, twisting, turning, sawing until Brenitch’s grip released and his hand hung from the wrist by threads of skin.

Shadrak rolled to his feet and ran before the hand could grow back. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Brenitch rip the ruined hand off and fling it after him, even as a new one began to sprout from his wrist. The severed hand scuttled across the ground and leapt at Shadrak. It struck his back, crawled over the top of his head and covered his face. Fingernails dug into his forehead. The palm smothered his mouth and nose. He couldn’t breathe.

Footsteps came toward him. The rat-tat-tat of Brenitch’s cane. Shadrak ripped the hand from his face, flung it down and stamped on it. The hand disintegrated in a cloud of soot, as if it had lost its place in existence to the new hand Brenitch was using to finger-wag at Shadrak.

“I have been more than patient with you, but it stops here.”

Shadrak could run no more. Brenitch was right: it had to stop. The nightmare had to end.

He leapt at the banker, thrusting with his dagger… and met only air. He spun to find Brenitch behind him. Shadrak stabbed again, and again Brenitch disappeared. This time the banker cracked Shadrak on the back of the head with his cane. Shadrak stumbled. Again he thrust with the dagger, and again Brenitch ended up behind him, hitting him once more on the head.

Shadrak stumbled and almost fell. He feinted with the dagger, and in the same instant whirled around and flung a razor star. As he’d anticipated, Brenitch had shifted behind him, and the razor star lodged in his throat. No blood. No effect, save to distract him. In that instant Shadrak was on him, stabbing over and over. Brenitch backhanded him, sending Shadrak flying back ten feet to land heavily on the ground. He tried to rise, but Brenitch was already there, lifting him by the throat. Shadrak kicked and thrashed. He choked and spluttered. His vision blurred. He was dimly aware of Brenitch reaching into his pocket for the vellum, but then came a blinding flash, and Shadrak was dumped unceremoniously to the ground.

Cracks rent the air, filling it with the stench of brimstone. Lightning fizzed as it struck Brenitch and made him smolder. In its afterglow, Shadrak could see Nils Fargin encased within a sphere of white light, fingers wreathed with smoke.

Brenitch flung out his hand, and serpents of shadow slammed into Nils’s sorcerous shield, wrapping around it. Nils cried out. Sparks cascaded. Perspiration beaded on the old sorcerer’s brow, and then the shield flared and the shadow serpents vanished.

Brenitch advanced on Nils, this time scorching the sorcerer’s shield with streams of dark fire. Nils responded with lightning, but it was a feeble blast, which Brenitch ignored. Black flames licked over Nils’s shield, then consumed it in a dark conflagration. Nils screamed, and Shadrak threw himself at Brenitch’s back, plunging his blade in deep. The dark flames abated, and Nils dropped to his knees as his shield winked out.

Brenitch turned, eyes now diseased and yellow. He reached pallid fingers toward Shadrak, lips curled back to reveal the rotted stubs of teeth. He muttered barbarous words, and his eyes became vortices of yellow and black, ever widening. Shadrak felt himself falling into them, falling, falling…

Gold flashed across his vision. A rush of air. A dull thud.

Brenitch’s head spun away across the garden.

And there, behind the banker’s lurching body, stood Nameless, hand extended as the Axe of the Dwarf Lords looped back towards him through the air and slapped into the palm.

Beside Nameless, Nils rose unsteadily to his feet. “Stand back,” the sorcerer said, then unleashed sheets of flame at the banker’s headless body. Within the blaze, Brenitch’s body stumbled and staggered, pitched to its knees, then was consumed until all that was left of it was ash.

But a dozen yards away on the grass, the severed head continued to utter cants and clack its teeth.

“Shut the shog up!” Nameless said.

When the head wouldn’t desist, the dwarf strode over and slammed the Axe of the Dwarf Lords into it. The blades flared golden for an instant, and the head blackened then turned to soot.

“Time was, I gave a command and people obeyed,” Nameless complained.

“You’re grouchy, ain’t you?” Shadrak said. “What’s up, we disturb your drinking?”

“Ah, you’re all right by me, laddie.” Nameless instantly took control of his ill temper. “It’s piss poor beer they have here anyway.”

“Then I won’t bother sending anymore,” Nils said.

“Now let’s not be hasty, laddie.”

Nils leaned over the ash pile that was all that remained of Brenitch’s body. “It was a lich.”

Nameless nodded gravely.

“He said he was Yosias Brenitch,” Shadrak said. “Of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank.”

“I’ve long heard rumors about that bank,” Nils said. “No one ever sees the other partner. Brenitch ran operations here in Jeridium. He was in with some of the senators. Not me, before you ask.”

“That’s because sorcerers always spend more than they earn,” Nameless said. “You’ve no need of a bank.”

“Funny,” Nils said, “but this ain’t no laughing matter. If one partner of the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank was a lich, what does that say about the other?”

“I’ll find out, once I’ve rested up a bit,” Shadrak said.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you’re trembling.”

“Bollocks.”

“Come on,” Nils said. “Let’s get inside. Don’t know about you two, but I need a drink.”

“Too bloody right,” Shadrak said. “But before I forget, what do you make of this?”

He pulled out the vellum he’d taken from Dudley’s safe and showed it to Nameless, who shrugged and passed it to Nils.

“It’s in code,” Nils said.

“Yeah, I worked that out for myself. But what’s it say?”

Nils frowned and shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll have someone take a look.”

“Good to see you, Shadrak,” Nameless said, draping an arm around his shoulder.

“You too.” In truth, Shadrak had never felt happier to see his old friend. He prided himself on fearing nothing that lived, but Brenitch had been a completely different matter. “One thing I gotta ask, though,” he said as he stooped to pick up his thundershot. With luck, he might find more bullets in the future, but even without them the pistol had sentimental value; they’d been through a lot together. “How come you hit that head and it stayed dead? I blasted the crap out of it and it kept growing back.”

Nameless raised the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his lips and kissed both blades. “You need to ask? This girl here’s special. Very special indeed.”

“That’s enough of that mush,” Nils said as he led them in through the front door.

 

 




THIRTY

Nyra sat cross-legged on the floor beside the sleeping Caelin and kept watch. The ruined stairs were smothered in a thick layer of rock dust—so much that it had cascaded into the chamber and formed a small dune before the once blocked corridor. Her well bubbled over with the essence Caelin had poured into her, and tongues of invisible flame licked across her skin, not hot, but cold and invigorating. She positively thrummed with stored power, but still she felt the steady tread of fear.

Caelin thrashed and turned in her sleep, sporadically crying out names: Padraig, Darik; once even calling for Nyra. Eventually, the priestess’s breathing settled and her cries became murmurs that had the timbre and rhythm of prayer. She was still fighting, still trying to strike a balance between what she was and what she strived to become.

Caelin awoke with a start and sat up. In another breath she was crouching, balanced on the balls of her feet, feral eyes flashing. Nyra scooted away and stood. It should have been impossible, but Caelin was once more brimming with essence. Nyra could feel its bludgeoning force pounding at her senses.

Caelin shut her eyes and shuddered. She stood from her crouch, switching her gaze from Nyra to the stairs.

“Do not…” the priestess growled. She cleared her throat, and this time when she spoke she was Sister Caelin again. “Don’t back away from me like that. It makes you seem like prey.”

“And now?” Nyra said, taking a tentative step toward her.

“Now you seem like Nyra.” Caelin smiled. Her eyes had returned to their normal grey.

Together, they plowed through the dust dune and climbed the stairs until they emerged into a vast chamber hewn out of the rock; it was dominated by a tower of intersecting steel struts that reached almost to the ceiling a hundred feet above. At the top of the tower was a pulley with a wound steel cable running diagonally down from it to another pulley at ground level. The base of the tower was housed in a brickwork structure with two doors on the side facing them.

“This way,” Caelin said, leading Nyra across the chamber toward the broad mouth of a tunnel.

They ascended an iron ramp to a platform six feet above the floor of the tunnel, along which ran an iron track with ocras sleepers. Metal carriages on wheels snaked away into the distance, once probably silver, but now dull with rock dust. The lead carriage, facing them, had a fractured window of dark glass that was spattered with dead insects and half-covered with cobwebs.

Beyond the train, they continued along the platform until it turned a corner and they emerged into a low-ceilinged cavern. The track continued through the center of the cavern, and there were tributary tunnels all around the walls. Caelin strode ahead, following the senses that infallibly brought the sluagh to their prey.

Stepping on the ocras sleepers between the tracks, Nyra followed the priestess along a perfectly straight tunnel until at last they emerged on a ledge at the top of a chasm so huge the far side was lost in shadows. Nyra hugged herself against the chill. In the dark sky above, only Raphoe, the largest of the three moons, was visible, a vast silvery disk that seemed to leer down on the city built into the ravine below.

“Arx Gravis,” Caelin said in an awed whisper.

Nyra swayed with vertigo; teetered backwards until she felt the reassuring hardness of rock behind her. It felt as though the bones had been removed from her legs, and she slumped down the ravine wall until she was crouching.

“Don’t look down,” Caelin said.

But Nyra couldn’t help herself. She’d read so much about the dwarven city, described it in her stories, but nothing could have prepared her for the marvel that seemed to grow from the very foot of the ravine. It wasn’t so much a ledge that she and Caelin had emerged onto as a massive walkway that passed right the way around the top tier of the Ravine City, save for where elegant bridges of granite spanned the gulfs to either side. Aqueducts stood out from the walls of the ravine. Water passed across them, glimmering in the moonlight as it cascaded to other aqueducts below. Looming at the center of the chasm was the immense tower known as the Aorta, from which sprouted interconnecting walkways and vast circular plazas all the way to the bottom. Steps ran around the outside of the Aorta, spiraling into the darkness. As Nyra squinted below, her stomach twisted and bile hit her throat.

“I told you not to look.”

“It’s not vertigo this time,” Nyra said.

“Then what?”

Nyra held up a hand for quiet. If she answered, she might puke. She grimaced and burped, breathed deeply of the cool night air.

“My senses…”

“Your sorcerous ones?”

Nyra nodded. “It’s coming from down below. A moment.”

She closed her eyes and sent out her streams of awareness, driving them deep into the ravine. She gasped, and her senses whiplashed back into her. It had been like sticking her fingers into putrefied meat.

“Vileness,” she muttered, still concentrating with her eyes closed. She sent her streams out again, grimacing at the all-pervading sense of rot, of foulness, of utter wrongness. Her senses screamed in protest. She could taste ordure; smell mildew, blood, and decay. Talons clawed at her skin. Her bones turned to ice.

“Nyra!” Caelin said.

She snapped her eyes open and drew her streams back into herself. But the stench of wrongness lingered. She felt tainted by it. Infected.

“I think it’s the grimoire,” she said, shivering. “It’s evil, Caelin.”

“And Blightey? You felt him too?”

Nyra began to pant.

“What’s happening?” Caelin growled, turning to glare into the depths of the Ravine City, as if she needed to lash out at something, slaughter whatever was affecting Nyra.

“Fear,” Nyra gasped. “Longing. Need.”

“Your father’s here?”

Nyra swallowed as she nodded. “And he knows I’m coming.”

***

Caelin took Nyra’s hand and extended her abilities to cover them both. They moved like shadows along the walkway that ran around the top of the ravine, fleet of foot and silent. Somewhere on the walkways and plazas below, she sensed life, and several times she glimpsed a blur of movement. Guards. Only a few, but they were wrapped in cloaks that merged with their surroundings. Stalls lined the plazas as far down as she could see, covered for the night.

Caelin could smell Nyra’s fear. She let her senses roam wide, but there was no indication they were being watched, no flavor of the wrongness Nyra had described.

With the keenness of her sluagh vision, she could make out the mortared joins of the granite blocks that comprised the structures built into the ravine walls. Hewn steps stood out in stark clarity, some of them switchback or winding, others cut vertically like ladders of stone. They promised another way down without risking the open spaces that led to the Aorta. Dwelling fronts were nestled in vast alcoves, stacked atop each other, carved out of the rock and embellished with masonry.

The walkway brought them to an arched bridge that spanned the gap. Where walkway met bridge, there were switchback steps cut into the ravine wall, going down.

“I’ll go first,” Caelin said. “Hold on to me for support.” There was no railing, and it was an endless drop to the bottom.

From time to time Caelin stopped to listen, to look, to scent. At first the musk she breathed in from Nyra was overwhelming, but gradually she found a way to tune it out. She heard muttered snatches of speech from within the rock face, no words discernible. She could hear the pitter-patter of Nyra’s heart, the slow pound of her own, and somewhere deep down in the ravine, the scamper of rodents.

Caelin led the descent until they reached an alcove within which was a solid stone door. There was no handle she could see.

“Let me,” Nyra said, and this time Caelin felt the essence leaving the skald as she directed its flow at the door. She expected the stone to disintegrate like the boulders in the mine, but after a few seconds of effort, Nyra gave up.

“It’s lined with ocras. Sorcery’s useless here.”

From somewhere below came the grate of stone on stone, followed by muffled footsteps. Caelin could smell tobacco laced with something sweet. She held a hand up for silence.

“What is it?” Nyra asked.

Caelin’s nostrils flared. She could smell more than tobacco smoke now. She could smell sweat. Feel the pulse of blood through veins.

“Wait here,” she said.

Before Nyra could reply, Caelin bounded down the steps, utterly silent, a rippling of the shadows.

The alcove below was enormous, and within were nestled a score of squat buildings, all with doors of stone and embrasures in place of windows. Steps and walkways connected the buildings. One of the doors was open, and a dwarf stood out front, taking in the night air as he smoked a long-stemmed pipe. He wore a cloak—Caelin couldn’t make out the color in the dark—and beneath it a mail shirt. At his hip hung a broad sword. His beard was braided and fell to his waist, his face furrowed with wrinkles. An old man, then, no doubt left behind to guard the city while the young went to war. Gitashan was obviously confident no one would dare attack Arx Gravis, and she was probably right. The Ravine City was formidable.

Caelin hesitated a moment, found herself uttering a prayer, but then fire and rage and darkness flooded through her and she streaked toward her prey.

The old man’s pipe fell from his lips as Caelin’s arm slipped around his neck. He thrashed for a second then sagged without a sound. Caelin held the choke longer than was necessary. Last thing they needed was the old man coming round and sounding the alarm.

She slipped inside the open door. The room within was lit by a smoking oil lamp. A guard post, judging by the racks of arrows, the spare shields, the curling ram’s horn that would have been used to raise the alarm. There was a simple wooden chair, and a low table upon which was an ale keg and a half drunk tankard. She could smell urine, and located the source in a nook cut into one of the walls: a bucket of piss. A wooden door opposite the stone one she’d entered by must have led deeper into the wall of the ravine.

Caelin dragged the corpse inside and seated it at the table. She placed one of the dwarf’s hands around the handle of the tankard, then lowered his head to the tabletop. Once she was done, she went back up to fetch Nyra then looked about for some way to close the door behind them. There was a rusty chain hanging from the ceiling beside the doorway. She pulled it and the door ground shut.

Taking Nyra’s hand, Caelin led her through the wooden door and into a rough-hewn tunnel. She paused to listen, screening out the sounds of her own and Nyra’s breathing. A door opened and closed somewhere, but it was far off and of no immediate concern. A few muffled voices, again distant. The skitter of tiny feet—this from roaches scavenging on the floor.

“Come,” she said, and they passed along the corridor until they reached an intersection.

Nyra looked as though she were going to be sick.

“You still feel the grimoire?” Caelin asked.

The skald nodded.

“Then, you lead.”

Still they held hands as Nyra guided them deeper into the warren of tunnels, past doors and through underground barracks lit by phosphorescent veins of ocras.

They came to a wide tunnel that sloped downwards. At the bottom was a sizable cavern with avenues of cut stone leading off in every direction. A fountain stood at the center of the cavern, crystal clear water spouting from the mouth of a stone-carved dragon.

Nyra led the way to an avenue flanked by fluted pillars that acted as joists for the rocky ceiling. There were passageways between some of the pillars, and dwellings had been built into the spaces between others.

They followed the avenue until it ended at what Caelin thought was a sheer drop, but as she approached the edge she saw steps descending into the gloom below, cleverly disguised by the combination of light and shadow. It was a long climb down, but Nyra was convinced they were on the right track, and the way she winced and gagged from time to time was all the evidence Caelin needed.

They wove a course through broader and broader passageways, these carved smooth and embossed with images of dwarves and creatures of nightmare locked in an interminable war. In place of ensconced torches were ovals of green-veined ocras set into the walls and ceiling.

At last they saw movement: a listless pair of grey-beards on patrol.

Caelin tightened her grip on Nyra’s hand. So long as they stayed in contact, neither of them would be seen.

They slipped past the old men unnoticed, coming once more to deserted passageways, still beautifully carved and cleared of dust. As they continued, the walls grew a lighter shade of grey, which gradually gave way to white marble with gilt veins running through it. Here, even the green glow of ocras was absent. Instead, the walls themselves were effused with a soft light.

“Sorcery?” she asked Nyra.

“I don’t think so. Dwarves hate sorcery. Lore, maybe, like at Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. There are ancient stories of a pact between the dwarves and the faen of Aranuin. It didn’t end well, apparently, but the faen shared a portion of their lore—the cutting and shaping of ocras, the coaxing of light from stones like this.”

They followed the marble passage until it became a bridge spanning an abyss. Caelin’s senses screamed at her as they crossed, yet she could hear nothing, see nothing in the inky depths below. There was a faint smell—of putrefaction and sulfur coming from a long way down.

On the far side of the bridge, the corridor resumed, and this time even the ceiling and floor were made from white marble. Hand in hand they walked on, and where their boots should have clacked on the polished floor, any sound was muted by Caelin’s ability. Without warning, the way in front of them shimmered and vast double doors of ocras materialized out of thin air.

Nyra gasped. “Hidden by an illusion,” she said. “More faen lore.”

The doors began to inch open.

Nyra doubled over and retched. “The stench….”

Caelin couldn’t smell anything.

“It’s here,” Nyra said. “The grimoire is here.”

Through the widening doors came the flicker of torches ensconced around the walls of a large hall. Thrones had been hewn out of the rock of the wall opposite, and before them was a stone plinth carved with twin dragons, their tails intertwined. At the base of the plinth sat the iron bust of a dwarf, which was odd because the bust was almost certainly intended to rest atop the plinth. Instead, someone had placed a wooden book stand on top of the plinth, and open upon it was a heavy tome with veined and yellowish pages.

Caelin heard an erratic patter like rain coming from behind—the sound of hearts beating. She caught a whiff of sweat, felt the nervous anticipation of predators stalking their prey. She dared not risk a glance behind, for then they’d know she was onto them.

Nyra dug her nails into Caelin’s palm as, in front, a figure stepped out from beside the double doors. A man in a charcoal robe. A man with grey scales covering his face, and ears like a bat’s.

Nyra took a step back. She was shaking from head to foot as the Slathian glared at her.

And Caelin let go of her hand.

 

 




THIRTY-ONE

Nyra gasped as Caelin streaked away from her, no more than a blur. And then the priestess was gone, and she was alone.

Alone with Blightey’s grimoire on its stone plinth.

Alone with her father.

“Welcome, daughter,” Sukhen Sahtis said from the doorway. “I knew you would come.”

Footsteps behind Nyra made her turn. Not Caelin—there were too many. At first she saw nothing save walls that seemed to shiver, and hazy patches on the floor; but then faces appeared as hoods were pulled down and cloaks fell open—concealer cloaks that legend said were given to the dwarves by the faen. So, her pursuers were Svarks. Half a dozen hard faces glared at her, both men and women. Beneath the ever-shifting cloaks, they wore breastplates of ocras, and they held slender blades in black-gloved hands.

“I’m here, Nyra,” Sukhen said with the same irritable tone he’d used when she was growing up. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

Nyra clenched her hands into fists to stop them trembling. “You’ve lost weight, Father.”

Sukhen flinched. He started to turn toward the grimoire but stopped himself. “I have been away from Tanuk Ur Z’adim for too long. How…?” He seemed hesitant, as if he already knew the answer and didn’t want to hear it. “How is my mother?”

“I left Xanthus shortly after you,” Nyra said.

Sukhen frowned, and his ears twitched. “Why?”

“So I could sing. Tell stories.” She wanted to add “cavort with humans,” but that could wait. She had another barb to prick him with first. “Clymathra’s dead. I’m surprised you didn’t feel her passing.”

Sukhen closed his eyes. He nodded several times, and when his eyes opened again they glistened with moisture. It made Nyra want to chastise him, as he’d done her whenever she cried as a child. “I felt it, though I wasn’t sure what it was. I felt you, too… afterwards.”

“And I felt you, Father. I felt your fear. Grandmother told me before she died how you fled from one horror into the arms of another. All my life I despised you, but I never took you for a fool.”

Again Sukhen made a half-turn towards the grimoire. He touched a finger to his lips, motioning Nyra to be discreet. And Nyra almost turned too, to check—not for the Svarks, whose presence was a tangible weight behind her. She could feel the churn and boil of essence pounding her in waves. Caelin hadn’t abandoned her.

“Tho’Agoth, Nyra…” Sukhen said. “It was not what I expected. I underestimated Hekata N’Gat.”

“But not Otto Blightey?”

“He needs me as much as I need him.”

“Is that what he told you?”

“Blightey has languished too long in the shadows, Nyra, sustaining himself on the essence of sorcerers that our younglings would consider inept. I can give him what he needs: an ocean of essence. And in return—”

“Even an ocean can run dry, Father. Have you seen yourself lately?”

Sukhen took a step towards her, and Nyra backed away until she felt the unyielding presence of a Svark behind her. “But you are here now, Nyra. Together we can easily give Blightey all that he needs, until the war is won.”

“No,” Nyra said. Otto Blightey would drain both of them dry, and then, if he required more essence, the Lich Lord would be powerful enough to seek it for himself, and where better to look than Tanuk ur Z’adim, a city full of Slathians?

“Just until the dwarves take Jeridium,” Sukhen pleaded. “Then, from a position of strength, they will be able to forge alliances with all the cities and towns of Medryn-Tha, so that together they can wage war in Cerreth.”

“And you think that will stop the Witch Queen?”

“Blightey says as much. It’s all he desires. Isolate her, dry up her sources of essence, then the Lich Lord will end what he started all those centuries ago.”

“That isn’t all he wants,” Nyra said. “Otto Blightey was never defined by the Witch Queen. She was just one more victim of his cruelty. He’s using you, Father. You’re a Slathian, a member of the Cabal.” She saw no reason to inform him that he’d been replaced. “You should be above the Lich Lord’s lies and manipulations.”

Again, Sukhen raised a finger for silence. His eyes flitted nervously, and he advanced another step, lowering his voice. “Trust me,” he said. It was pathetic seeing him plead. “I need you with me. Together we can—”

Nyra shook her head. “There is no together, Father. There never was. I was glad when you left for Tho’Agoth. I hoped you’d never come back.”

Sukhen flinched as if she’d stabbed him.

“I hated you, growing up,” Nyra said.

“I was too harsh with you. I realize that now. But I did it for you, Nyra. To keep you safe. To make you great.”

“Oh, really?” Nyra scoffed, no longer concerned about the Svarks behind, too angry to be cowed by her father. “Is that why you murdered my mother? Why you ate her?”

“I did not… Oh, Nyra, how could you know? If I had told you, Clymathra would have—”

“Stop,” Nyra said. “Back up. How could I know what?”

“I loved your mother, Nyra. I still do.”

“Bastard!” she screamed, lunging at him. Hands grabbed her from behind.

“Clymathra wanted me to kill your mother,” Sukhen said.

“Bastard!” Nyra screamed again. “I hate you!”

Sukhen trembled as he continued, tears streaming down his face. “I took one of the humans training to be sorcerers from the city’s underbelly. We feasted on her flesh that night, your grandmother and I. Clymathra was appeased, and she never knew. Your mother is still alive, Nyra—at least she was before I left for Tho’Agoth. In Jeridium. For years I have sent her all she needs. I believe she has a good life.”

“Alive?”

“I swear it.” Sukhen approached her, a fragile smile curling his dark lips. “When all this is over, I will take you to—”

“My mother is alive, and you never told me! All those years, the lessons, the beatings! You’re sick. Bastard. Sick.”

“I did what was best for you, best for your mother. Clymathra would have—”

“Then why didn’t you kill her? You claim to have loved my mother, but grandmother hated her, almost as much as she hated me.”

Sukhen hung his head. There was no answer to that. He knew it was the truth.

“You’ve always been afraid, haven’t you?” Nyra said. “Scared of your own mother. What did she do to you? It can’t have been as bad as what you did to me.”

Still Sukhen didn’t speak.

“Is that why you went to Tho’Agoth? To be rid of Clymathra?”

“No! I wanted to… had to—”

“Oh, of course.” Nyra shrugged off the hands holding her. “All in the interests of being the greatest sorcerer who ever lived. Why? So you could stand up to your mother? So you wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore? How did that work out for you, Father? You’re still afraid, aren’t you? You’re petrified.”

“Then help me.”

“Help yourself.”

Anger flared behind Sukhen’s eyes. “You will help me, daughter. You must!”

“What will you do if I don’t, lock me in the closet again?”

“I am trying to be reasonable,” Sukhen said. “Together we can fix this, then go find your mother.”

“I said no.”

“Is that your final word?”

“I can think of a few others I might sling your way. I’m a skald, after all. Oh, and I nearly forgot to mention: I’m a whore, Father. When money’s tight, I rut with humans.”

Sukhen’s bat ears twitched, and a tic started up under his eye. After a moment’s hesitation he nodded to the Svarks and they once more grabbed hold of Nyra.

“The closet it is, then, daughter. Although, here they call it a dungeon. You can stay there covered in your own excrement until you come round. From what you’ve told me, it’ll be nothing you’re not used to.”

There was a rush of movement behind Nyra. Grunts and gasps. One dull thud after another. Warm wetness splattered the back of her head. The hands holding her let go. Two more thuds. It all happened so quickly, but Nyra didn’t need to look to know the Svarks were dead. She could see it in Sukhen’s eyes as he stumbled back, the words of a cant on his lips.

Caelin streaked past Nyra, sword a blur of silver. Sukhen’s sorcerous shield sprang up around him just as the priestess pounced. Sparks erupted from the surface of the shimmering sphere, and Caelin was flung backwards. She flipped in midair and landed in a crouch.

Already, more words were spilling from Sukhen’s lips—a cant he’d drummed into Nyra as a child; a cant that reduced organs to pus and brought about a swift and putrid death.

Caelin charged. Sukhen extended his hands to direct the flow of essence. Nyra screamed. Not for Caelin. A scream of unadulterated rage that carried a fist of essence that smashed into her father’s shield and punched a hole through it. Sukhen gasped, and his spell dissipated harmlessly into the air.

Caelin’s sword thrust for the hole in the shield, but at the moment of impact, a new sphere of blackness sprang up around Sukhen, and Caelin’s blade scraped across its surface.

Nyra felt the sickly stream of essence filling her father’s well. Felt Sukhen’s dread and disgust, and knew as her father did that it was the grimoire keeping him in the fight.

Streamers of inky darkness erupted from Sukhen’s fingertips. One touch from any of them would flay the skin from Caelin’s flesh. The sluagh danced and dove and swirled around them, too fast to keep in focus. Yet Sukhen was forcing Caelin back little by little, and with enough distance between them his options for destructive sorcery were that much greater. No matter how fast Caelin moved, how uncannily she anticipated where Sukhen would strike, even a sluagh could do nothing against an exploding ball of fire.

Dredging up the essence Caelin had filled her with, Nyra flung it with fury at her father. Waves of vitriol spattered harmlessly across the face of his black shield.

Continuing to force Caelin back with whiplashes and lances of sullied essence, Sukhen turned his gaze on Nyra, and she gasped as she felt his mental streams puncture her mind.

Do not resist me, daughter, he said inside her head. I love you. I have always loved you.

Nyra’s own mental streams coalesced around Sukhen’s, throttling the life from them. “You don’t know how to love,” she said. With a surge of essence, she forced him out and sealed her wards against him.

Caelin wove a path between three of the dark streamers assailing her. She ducked, feinted and lunged, but again her sword glanced from the surface of Sukhen’s shield. And now the priestess was trapped within a closing knot of tendrils.

Nyra rattled off a cant, and Sukhen’s dark streamers vanished.

“Ah, you remembered how to dispel sorcery, daughter. There is hope for you yet. But that will never work against my shield, which relies on a different kind of essence, one that is beyond even me.”

Nyra felt more probing at the wards she’d set about her mind. Not Sukhen this time: a rancid touch. Diseased. The beginnings of a violation. She started to retch, lashed out with essence, driving away the grimoire’s attempt to invade her. But in her panic she lost control, and the contents of her well dissolved.

Nyra reeled. Bile rose in her throat. Dimly she was aware of Caelin launching a ferocious attack on her father’s shield. Sparks showered from the black sphere’s surface, and within Sukhen staggered. Caelin was relentless in her attack, a woman possessed, her sword a dazzling blur of silver. Sukhen responded with lightning, with fire, with arrows of shadow, and yet Caelin evaded them all.

Snaking feelers of consciousness again probed at Nyra’s mind, creeping within. Her wards had all failed when her well emptied. Whispered words in her head: Filth, failure, worthless.

“No!” Nyra muttered through clenched teeth. “Not true.”

It knew her. Blightey’s grimoire knew her inside out. Without her wards, she was powerless as it crawled through her memories, spreading rot and defilement.

You hate your father, the grimoire said, starting on another tack.

Nyra shuddered and began to spasm. Her well felt turned inside out. Her bones were ice, yet a searing fire burned her up from within.

He is a fool and a coward, the grimoire continued. One word from you and I will remove my assistance from him, let him die under the sluagh’s blade. I will be yours instead. Yours to peruse at your leisure, to learn from. Just think what power you would wield! Enough to bring your stories to life.

“You don’t have that power to give!”

Nyra filled her mind with the words of songs and stories, all jumbled together, a cacophonous turmoil of thought. She steadied herself on her feet, then, fighting against the tide of the grimoire’s malevolence, waded through the intervening space between her and Caelin.

The sluagh was still pounding at Sukhen’s shield with a rage that would have exhausted any normal woman. But Caelin’s blows were weakening. Sukhen knew he was winning, and, protected by the black shield the grimoire had surrounded him with, his well began to disgorge wave upon wave of poisonous essence, a mounting tide of power that would sweep Caelin aside.

With one lunging step after another, Nyra drew closer. Caelin turned at the distraction. A wall of black flame rose in front of Sukhen, bellying like a sail in the wind. Caelin saw it and backed away, but she was too late.

With an exultant howl, Sukhen flung out his hands, and the wall of flame surged toward the priestess. But in that instant, Nyra brushed aside the imprecations of the grimoire and thrust all her mental strands into Caelin’s deep and boiling well. There was no time to siphon off the sluagh’s essence. Instead, she directed her sorcery through Caelin, as if they were one, as if they were once more joined in passion.

Golden fire erupted from Caelin’s sword and struck Sukhen’s shield. A brilliant explosion flung Nyra from her feet, the concussive blast ringing in her ears. The stench of sizzling flesh, of acrid smoke and sulfur. She blinked furiously until her vision returned, speckled with spots and motes.

Beside her on the floor, Caelin was dazed but unharmed, and yet the priestess seemed less dense somehow, deflated. In that last desperate act when she’d joined herself to Caelin, there had been no time for Nyra to moderate the flow of essence. She had taken it all.

And then she saw her father, crumpled and broken upon the marbled floor, his robe smoldering, smoke pluming from his gaping mouth. His skin was scorched black, and in places the flesh had melted from the bone.

Nyra sobbed then. Really sobbed, though she had no idea why. Her father had beaten her, locked her up, deprived her of food… and yet he claimed to have loved her.

Your mother is still alive…

Hope briefly filled her, and she started to stand, but then she saw it, perched on its plinth: Blightey’s grimoire. And it wanted her now.

Caelin stood first. Gone was the roar of untamable essence, the feral eyes of the sluagh. She was the priestess again.

“No,” Nyra croaked as Caelin strode for the plinth, the words of a prayer spilling from her lips.

Nyra rose unsteadily, reaching out a hand as if she could somehow pull the priestess back. But Caelin continued, her prayer resonant and sonorous. She hesitated, and then reached for the grimoire with both hands.

Nyra felt the book’s repugnance as the priestess lifted it from the plinth and shut it. Something about the prayer sickened the grimoire, made it flee within its covers.

And then the tolling of a bell began, echoing along the passageway and shaking the walls.

***

Caelin grabbed Nyra’s hand and led her across the hall and through the door opposite, not knowing the way but reasoning it would be down, always down until they reached the roots of Arx Gravis.

She’d felt Nyra enter her and use up the essence that came from her sluagh blood. She felt empty without it, and for the first time in her seven years as a priestess, entirely dependent on the Way. The grimoire had assailed her with filth, with truths and falsehoods. Its barbs should have cut deep, but not one of them touched her inner peace. Wrapped in the Way’s tranquility, she’d passed into the eye of the storm and snatched the book from its plinth.

With the tolling bell echoing behind them, they continued on a winding course, always choosing the passageways that sloped downwards, and taking stairs whenever they came across them. The deeper they went, the more the walls were encrusted with fungus that gave off a soft violet glow. Nyra brushed her hand over them as they walked, and Caelin realized she was drawing essence from them. Once, Nyra stopped and raked broken nails across her wrist, paying the price in blood.

Somewhere far behind, Caelin heard cries, the stomp of booted feet, and she urged Nyra to hurry. They struggled on through rough passageways dark with damp, then sections of dressed stone leading onto subterranean plazas surrounded by cells or barracks rooms built into alcoves. Stone staircases wound always down, and each level deeper was less cultivated, until they moved through a network of boreholes and what looked like ancient lava vents.

The grimoire tucked under Caelin’s arm shuddered. She thought it might have been laughing.

They continued down spiraling stairways thick with dust. Cobwebs draped across the passageways from ceiling to floor, and Caelin split them with her sword so they could pass through. She began to notice the thinness of the air, its dankness, the stench of mold and rot.

“Listen,” she said. “No sounds of pursuit.”

“So, we can slow down?” Nyra stooped to knead her thighs and calves.

Caelin felt it too: the reluctance to go on. And while she wouldn’t have sworn on it, she was convinced the grimoire under her arm was growing heavier.

At length the passageway narrowed and the ceiling grew so low, they both had to stoop until they came to a cave where they could stand upright again. The floor was littered with skeletons, large and small, the skulls broad and thick, the bodies of the adults taller and wider than any human. The jaws of each—even the babies clutched in their mother’s arms—bristled with pointed teeth and finger-length canines.

“Gibunas?” Nyra asked.

Caelin didn’t know. She hadn’t seen one of the flesh-eating primates before. “How did they die?” She crouched down to examine the skeletons of a mother and child. “No sign of injury. Disease, perhaps? Starvation?”

“Look.” Nyra pointed to a line of dirty light coming from the base of the wall opposite—a rectangular aperture, perhaps six feet across and one high. Wedged into the gap was the skeleton of a gibuna, arms extended into the cave, ribcage crushed beneath the weight of the wall above.

Caelin moved closer for a better look, and could now see the hair-thin outline of a door carved into the rock. Somehow, the door ascended to open and descended to shut. The gibuna must have been caught when it came down.

“What happened here?” Nyra asked.

Caelin shook her head. Probably they would never know. “This one was trying to get in, but the door must have already been coming down. The adults would have been too large to get out through the passage we entered by, and without the means to open the door, they would have been trapped.”

Nyra swallowed and stared at the gap beneath the door.

“You want to turn back?” Caelin asked.

By way of answer, Nyra got down on her belly beside the crushed gibuna and squeezed herself beneath the door. Once her feet disappeared, Caelin did the same, pushing the grimoire ahead of her as she crawled through to the other side.

They had arrived at the foot of the ravine. Crisscrossing walkways ran to and from the Aorta, spanning the chasm overhead, all the way to the top hundreds of feet above. In between the walkways, the night sky was awash with the silvery light of Raphoe. They were behind a row of poorly mortared stone buildings that might have been warehouses. The air was musty and carried a loamy, peppery stench which seemed to come from colorful fungal growths that coated the lower portions of the ravine wall and scabbed the ground.

Once more, Caelin had an overriding sense of the direction they should take, and with a nod to Nyra that they should go, she set off down an alley between two buildings. Decisively, she led them through a labyrinth of narrow streets that passed among rundown dwellings and abandoned stalls, their canopies covered with years’ worth of dust. They came to an oval space defined by stacked and rotten crates and tarnished braziers. Within the perimeter of crates there were faded markings on the ground delineating rough circles, and raised above the rest at the center of the space was a circular platform with a trench cut into its circumference, round wooden shields stowed within, rims and bosses brown with rust.

“Some kind of fight arena,” Caelin observed.

On the other side of the arena they followed the banks of a canal thick with sludge that cut through long rows of warehouses. Half-submerged in the ooze was the wreck of a barge, its cargo of barrels scattered throughout the muck.

Gradually, the warehouses gave way to a wide open space that led to an embankment and a glimmering body of water. The ravine walls and floor here were overgrown with more of the brightly colored fungi—not just violet, but scaly growths of reds, greens, yellows, and orange. Lizards flitted in and out of them.

Around the walls of the ravine were ledges and alcoves, and the openings of passageways bored out of the rock.

“The catacombs,” Nyra said. “Where the refugees from Arnoch who founded Arx Gravis interred their dead.”

“And the lake,” Caelin said, “is where we enter Aranuin?”

“According to Aristodeus. But first give me time to fully replenish my well. There’s a surprising amount of life down here.”

Nyra stood among a cluster of colorful fungi, eyes closed, fingers splayed.

Caelin found herself scanning the entrances to the catacombs amid a rising feeling of unease. She held the grimoire to her chest. It felt so heavy, she wanted to set it on the ground. Only, she had the irrational thought it might sprout legs and run away.

Several times Nyra clutched her guts and swooned. Around her feet the fungi began to wilt, their vibrant colors fading to grey. And Nyra seemed to wilt too, her skin turning ashen, eyes sinking deeper and deeper into their cavities.

“Do I look that bad?” she said, noticing Caelin watching her. She held up her forearms, dripping blood. A few drops fell on the fungi she’d taken essence from, and then she nodded that she was ready to go.

Suddenly, Caelin dropped the grimoire. It had grown as heavy as a boulder. Stone cracked where the book hit the floor. In answer, a groan echoed out of the catacombs.

Nyra glanced at Caelin.

The temperature plummeted so rapidly, Caelin cried out and shivered. In an instant, frost rimed the walls and coated the fungi with glistening crystals. The veins of water in the channels hardened into ice.

“Go!” she cried, indicating the lake, where pockets of ice had formed over the water.

Nyra stood rooted to the spot, eyes raised to the catacombs. Caelin followed her gaze to where shadows moved in the openings. She stooped and tried to lift the grimoire, but it refused to budge.

“It doesn’t want to leave,” Nyra said. She uttered the words of a cant, and her brow creased as she concentrated. “It’s not the grimoire doing this. If I can sever the link….”

“Blightey?” Caelin said.

Nyra’s eyes snapped open. “It’s done. Grab it.”

Caelin lifted the grimoire—now no heavier than a normal book—and together they ran toward the lake.

A bitter wind blew throughout the cavern. Dust rose in pillars to bar their way, spinning in vortices that slowly took shape: a half-rotted boot, a skeletal hand, a skull beneath a rusty helm.

Caelin turned back, but the same was happening all around them. Ghostly dwarves were forming from the dust and air, an army of tattered cloaks, nicked blades, and yellowish bones—all with the consistency of smoke.

“Scadu!” Nyra breathed, backing into her.

Round shields bore the flaked and faded emblems of long-forgotten houses. Helms sported spikes, horns and wings, and through their faceplates eyes like embers began to spark.

The scadu overlapped the rims of their shields. Spears bristled. Some brandished axes or short stabbing swords. Caelin had often wondered how she would confront the dwarven shield wall as a general, but did she even need to now, seeing as the warriors surrounding them were as insubstantial as mist? She took a step forward, steeling herself to run straight through.

“Don’t,” Nyra cautioned. “Their blades will cut flesh the same as yours.”

In Caelin’s grasp, the grimoire seemed to writhe with mirth.

Nyra barked a cant at the scadu, but it had no effect. The cordon of the dead wafted closer.

From high above came a loathsome, gurgling cackle that sent tingles of dread beneath Caelin’s skin. Nyra was frozen with her own fear, eyes wide and staring up at a ledge. Caelin looked too, but all she could see was a pooling of the shadow upon the ledge, a thickening of the darkness, untouched by the glow of the fungi.

She tried to set down the grimoire so she could draw her sword, but her arms wouldn’t obey her. Nor would her feet when she tried to move. Her heart pounded in her ears as the scadu drifted closer. The stench of rot and decay filled her nostrils. Up above, the ghastly cackle reverberated off the cavern’s walls, filling Caelin’s head with its scorn and malice. She heard Nyra shriek another cant. Spectral shields pressed in. Rusted spears took aim through the gaps.

A knot formed in Caelin’s stomach. A fiery fist enclosed her heart. She begged the Way’s forgiveness, implored her god for aid, and the fire in her heart flared into a conflagration. She started to pray. A spear tip touched her throat, and the prayer became a scream of defiance.

And then the spear withdrew and Caelin was chanting the litanies she had learned by heart. She took a step forward, and her feet obeyed. Then another. As she advanced, voice sonorous and strong, the scadu fell back before her, howling and shrieking, and then the army of the dead collapsed into piles of dust.

Someone clapped. A slow and mocking round of applause.

Caelin looked up at the ledge, where the shadows had woven themselves into a long black coat that shrouded a tall and lurching figure from neck to ankle. Above the coat, a pallid face with sunken cheeks and sickly eyes of yellow. A poisonous brume spilled from twisted lips, billowing and expanding, spreading across the ceiling of the cavern and starting to descend.

“Blightey…” Nyra said.

“The lake!” Caelin cried, but even as they set off once more, she knew they would never make it. The poisonous cloud spewing from the Lich lord’s mouth inched ever lower.

Caelin’s voice rose once more in prayer, desperate petitions for aid, pleas for the Way to strike down Blightey’s unnatural evil.

From his ledge high above, the Lich Lord belched forth a final plume of pestilence then turned his yellow eyes on Caelin and laughed, a juddering death-rattle of a laugh. And then he spoke with a lisp and a rasp. “You can’t banish me with prayer! I was a priest long before you were born!”

Nyra stood facing the lake, concentrating, drawing to herself the essence of the fungi, the lizards, the things that swam in the waters. She looked little better than the scadu as she turned and spat cants at the Lich Lord.

And Blightey continued to laugh.

Caelin dropped to her knees, the poisonous cloud inches from her head. She had the impulse to crawl on her belly to the lake, but even then she wouldn’t make it. Under her arm, the grimoire squirmed and shuddered in time with Blightey’s laughter.

Abandoning her cants, Nyra knelt too, eyes wild and feverous. The skin of her face was taut, almost translucent, her limbs grown stick-thin in so short a time.

Caelin reached inside herself, seeking out any last vestiges of the sluagh nature she needed now as much as she spurned it. But there was nothing there. Not even the fire in her heart, the touch of the god who could save her.

And then, as the evil brume forced Caelin onto her belly, she heard Nyra begin to sing, quietly at first, then growing in strength. Against her will, she was drawn into Nyra’s tale, seeing, smelling, tasting, touching the things her ballad described. For it was a ballad, and one Caelin had heard her perform before in the taverns of Malfen: the story of Otto Blightey’s childhood. Of his purity, his innocence, and of the parents who loved him and brought him up in the pieties of the Way.

Blightey’s laughter ceased. His smog lifted, already dispersing in the air. Caelin returned to her knees, glancing at Nyra, also kneeling, eyes riveted to the Lich Lord, singing her song just for him. And it was working. She had Blightey’s full attention.

Atop his ledge, the Lich Lord swayed, caught in the spell of Nyra’s craft, seeing the same things Caelin could still see, reliving his childhood, which had ended centuries before.

Then Blightey stiffened. He shook in anticipation of the story’s end, because it didn’t end well. Shook with recollected horror of the things the child Otto had seen, of the worse things he had subsequently done, and the realization of the monster he had become.

For Nyra’s ballad of Blightey’s younger days had a knack of getting the audience’s guard down, misleading them with the sentimentality of a mother’s unrelenting love, a father’s saintly striving to be the best he could for his son. And Blightey had responded to their nurture by growing in holiness. Maybe one day he would have reached the pinnacle of the faith and been not only a priest but a luminary, taken up into the Pleroma of the Way, there to live forever.

But then his father had taken the family on a pilgrimage far to the east of their home in Vanatus, through lands that remained hostile to the faith. And there, on both sides of the miles long Pilgrims’ Road, young Otto had seen the impaled bodies of thousands of men, women, and children. His father had abandoned the pilgrimage in horror, tried too late to cover his son’s eyes.

But little Otto had seen it all. Drank it in. Savored every last grisly detail down to the stench of ruptured bowels and blood and urine.

And he had wondered.

How he had wondered.

Caelin glanced up at the monster on the ledge, the thing that boy had become. Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord of Verusia, a name cursed everywhere there was life. Mere seconds had passed, and Blightey was hunched over like a man who’d been punched in the stomach. Already he was starting to straighten up, and a low chuckle rumbled forth from his lips. “I know who you are, half-blood,” he cried. “I’m coming for you, Nyra Sahtis!”

But Nyra had created an opening.

With the grimoire tucked under her arm and trying to wriggle free, Caelin rushed to the skald’s side, pulled her to her feet and forced her to run.

Behind them, Otto Blightey’s laughter turned into a shriek of rage, and Caelin felt an avalanche of force racing towards her back.

But before whatever sorcery Blightey had thrown at them could hit, she leapt with the grimoire, and Nyra leapt with her, into the icy waters of the lake.

 

 




THIRTY-TWO

Marshal of Jeridium’s defense. It wasn’t what Nameless had wanted. The Senate had sought him out to unify the dwarves and end the civil war, but they didn’t know his people like he did. They didn’t know Gitashan and Thyenna. And it was unclear how much they knew about the real cause of the dwarves’ hostility. Who on the Senate knew about the machinations of Otto Blightey and the Witch Queen? After the banker Yosias Brenitch had tried to kill Shadrak, the threat from the shadows seemed even more urgent. More importantly, which of the Senators was a traitor to Jeridium and had sold themselves out to either one of those monsters?

Nameless had backed himself into a corner. The mere fact he’d answered the Senate’s summons had set the wheels in motion. But in beating Beogrun he’d caused the Senate to view him with a different eye. No longer was he the senile old king who could be used to appease the dwarves; he was the hero of legend who might actually find a way to win this war for them.

After introducing himself to the Wayist priests who ran Serenity Hospital, Rah-Vos Dar insisted on training Nameless to start the process of building up his aged and malnourished body. Nameless took to the exercises with zeal. He filled a bucket with stones from the Academy garden and squatted with it clutched to his chest. He did press ups, chin ups from the low branch of an oak tree, and all-out sprints that left him ragged and gasping. The Zawalian fed him afterwards with salted goat meat the Academy had been stockpiling against the siege, cooked with sweet and tangy spices and smothered with a rich gravy.

Before leaving for his first morning at the hospital, Rah-Vos Dar marveled at Nameless’s recovery. “It is unbelievable, my friend. Already you are filling out. If only we had more time.”

“Well, we don’t,” Nameless said, aware that he was growing ill-tempered, in part due to fatigue, but mostly due to the pressures the Senate had heaped upon him.

That morning, Nils took Nameless and Shadrak by carriage around the city so they could get some idea of the defenses already in place and what could be done to improve them. There were ramshackle shelters going up in several of the poorer districts, and when Nameless asked about them, Nils told him a few hundred refugees from Malfen had been granted access to the city during the night. “They came a long way, too,” Nils said. “A wide circuit that took them out into the Sour Marsh near Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. Lost a lot of people, by the sounds of it.”

Atop the north wall, Nils showed them a tension-driven contraption called a springald, which, as far as Nameless could see, was a large crossbow. It had a vertical springboard fixed at its lower end to a timber framework. When he asked for a demonstration, legionaries manually retracted the board, which moved like a lever. When released, the springboard smacked the end of the projectile—a six-foot steel javelin—propelling it towards its target.

Nameless shrugged. It could skewer an armored enemy at great range, take down a horse, but it wasn’t enough to turn the tide of a battle.

“We need a lot more of these for them to be effective,” he said.

Nils nodded. “Crannock would agree with you, but the Senate won’t add a shekel to the defense budget. They reckon the walls should be sufficient.”

“Then they’re idiots and shoggers,” Nameless said. “The dwarves will find a way to breach the walls or undermine them, if not Gitashan, then Thyenna when she comes.”

“I dare say you’re not wrong,” Nils said, “but there’s nothing to be done about it. Until the Senate agrees by a majority vote, we have to work with what we have.”

“Do we?” Nameless turned to look down from the parapet at the sprawling streets and tall buildings of the city. “Well, when we’re finished here, please tell your fellow senators that I’ll be their marshal only so long as they take my advice and act on it without delay.”

“But—” Nils said.

“No buts, and no more voting. Either they give me what I want, or I walk away. Now, we don’t have enough time to manufacture more of these springald things, but what we can do is barricade some of those streets while leaving others open. If the dwarves breach the walls, we’ll need to funnel them into killing grounds.” He squinted, pointing toward a market square. “There.” Then farther east to one of the city’s immaculate treed gardens. “And there. And we’ll need archers on the rooftops closest to the north wall, so when the enemy comes through we can riddle them with arrows in front and the same from the parapet behind.”

“Nice,” Shadrak said, “but I thought you didn’t want to kill a whole bunch of them.”

“I don’t.”

“Best be prepared, though, eh?” Shadrak said. “Any joy with my vellum, Fargin?”

Nils seemed distracted, probably by the thought of delivering Nameless’s ultimatum to the Senate. “The code’s being looked into by one of the Academy’s top scholars,” he said. “Drekas the Blind.”

“A blind man can read it?”

“Oh, he can see perfectly well. The moniker keeps him honest, he reckons. He says it refers to his ignorance in comparison with the sum of all knowledge.”

“Twat,” Shadrak said.

“Drekas is an expert in codes, sigils and ancient languages. If anyone can decipher the vellum, it’s him. He’s already made some progress, and he’s asked for a load of banned books to be brought to his study from the scriptorium’s vault.”

“You have banned books?” Nameless asked.

Nils looked him in the eye. “I used to own one of them, remember?”

“Oh?” Shadrak said.

Nameless put his hand on the assassin’s shoulder, letting him know it was best not to ask, and to his surprise there was no objection. Shadrak had been badly shaken by his fight with Brenitch. He was one of the most skilled killers Nameless had ever known, and yet he’d been powerless against the lich. Without Nils’s intervention, Shadrak would have been dead. Without Paxy, they all would.

Once they had finished the preliminary inspection of the city’s defenses, Nils took the carriage to the Senate Building, while Nameless followed Shadrak to the Grape and Vine tavern, where they had agreed to meet Rah-Vos Dar.

The Grape and Vine was filled with the hubbub of low conversation. Most of the tables were occupied by grey-clad bankers, merchant types in velvet robes, and women in impractical dresses of some shiny material. There were even a couple of toga-clad senators sharing a bottle of wine.

“And they have the nerve to call this place a tavern?” Nameless grumbled.

There was no pervading odor of spilled beer and pungent smoke, no bar to lean against, no buxom maids to serve the drinks. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, it was spotlessly clean.

Rah-Vos Dar was waiting for them at a square table with four high-backed chairs—a table with a stainless and wrinkle-free cloth covering it, and cutlery arranged with great precision.

Shadrak pulled out a chair and sat down, straight away fiddling with the silverware.

“You like it?” Rah-Vos Dar asked as Nameless slumped into a chair. “The Matron at the hospital recommended this place. She said the Bishop eats here.”

“They have beer?” Nameless asked, casting a dispirited eye around the establishment.

A man in a neat black tunic and britches rushed over, bowing obsequiously. “Would you care to see the menu?”

“No,” Nameless said.

“Menu? What’s that, then?” Shadrak asked.

Rah-Vos Dar smiled and nodded to the server. “I would very much like to see it. Thank you.”

“Something to drink?” the server asked Nameless.

“Beer.”

“We have a comprehensive wine list…”

“Beer, I said. Made with hops. None of that goat’s piss you humans drink.”

“Kaffa,” Shadrak said. Nameless noticed the assassin slip a silver fork into his pocket. “Strong.”

“Very well,” the server said stiffly, then to Rah-Vos Dar, “I’ll be right back with the menu, sir.”

“Well, well, well,” Shadrak said, “this place ain’t exactly struggling. What’s the betting Dudley was a partner in the business?”

“Then may Ush-Gog bless him,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “For there is only so much a man can take of his own cooking. Zawalian food may indeed be the finest in all Aosia, but my belly is in the mood for something different.”

“If you’d said before,” Shadrak said, “I’d have brought you a cat from one of the alleys.”

Rah-Vos Dar raised an appreciative eyebrow. “A good idea, my friend. Pan-fried, I think, with a dash of ginger and a sprinkle of desiccated coconut from the Isle of Scaythe, where my ancestors settled when they arrived in Medryn-Tha.”

The server chose that moment to return with Nameless’s beer and Shadrak’s kaffa. He handed Rah-Vos Dar a chalk board on which were written the specials of the day. From what Nameless could see, it was mostly eel cooked in a variety of sauces that struck him as too rich or too spicy. And if it wasn’t eel, it was sheep’s stomach stuffed with barley. It told him that at least some supplies were reaching the Grape and Vine from the Sea of Weeping and from the outlying farms, and that the patrons of the tavern would eat dung on a bed of greens even if they had to pay a small fortune for the privilege. He could tell Rah-Vos Dar was having second thoughts.

“I seem to have lost my appetite,” the Zawalian told the server. “Just a beer, if you do not mind.”

Clearly the server did mind. He snatched back the chalkboard and flounced away.

Nameless took a tentative sip of his beer. It had the bitter tang of hops, so at least the tavern had gotten that right.

They waited until the server brought Rah-Vos Dar his beer and then Nameless encouraged the Zawalian to tell them about his morning.

Initially, the Wayists who ran the Serenity Hospital on Graenor Street had been cold towards Rah-Vos Dar. Probably they had never seen a red-skinned Zawalian before and dismissed him as a heathen. But Rah-Vos Dar had presented his letter of recommendation from Nils.

“I thought the Matron was going to have a seizure when she read the name of Principal Fargin on the letter,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “But it seems our friend Nils knows Bishop Aldrich from the Senate, though the Matron did not think the Bishop chose his friends wisely.”

“Wayists don’t exactly get on wth sorcerers,” Shadrak said in between slurps of kaffa.

“I think you are right,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “But she is a dutiful woman, the Matron, and she showed me around the wards. She was not shy asking what it was I thought I could contribute to the care of the sick and the dying. Many of the patients are suffering from malnutrition, and those that are not have been isolated from the rest. They bore the marks of plague.”

“That’s what happens when you don’t drink enough,” Nameless said. “Beer kills the evil humors that cause the plague.”

“Anyhow, my friends,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “I showed the Matron how to prevent the pestilence from spreading, and how to beat back its symptoms.”

“You can do that?” Shadrak asked.

Rah-Vos Dar waggled his fingers and chuckled. “Zawalian magic.”

“Load of bleeding bollocks,” Shadrak said.

“Nevertheless,” Rah-Vos Dar said, “she was impressed, and then she relaxed around me. She told me that Nils had written in his letter how much my healing had helped with his aches and pains and other issues. She is a hard-faced harridan, but at heart she is a good woman. I think she likes me.”

Nameless was only half listening. His mind was occupied with how he was going to deal with the legions and their commanders. He expected them to resent his authority over them, which is why he’d arranged for Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar to accompany him on an inspection of the barracks. The beer was helping to reduce his anxiety, but even so he had a major hill to climb. And then there was the issue of the Senate’s hold on further funding of the defense effort. It was all very well giving them an ultimatum, but what if they refused? Would he really just walk away? Would they let him?

With an effort, he focused back on what Rah-Vos Dar was saying.

“… broad hips, large melons. Perhaps I would ride her once, but no more. She would be a nag of a wife. There is another woman, though, a patient of mature years, but still handsome. The kind of woman to keep a man happy into his dotage. If only she was not married. If only she was not dying. We talked, Amela and I. Such an interesting woman. In the space of an hour I learned a good deal from her, and I think she learned much from me too. I will miss her when she passes.”

“What ails her?” Nameless asked.

“She rots from within,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Such things are beyond my abilities, though perhaps I can ease her pain.”

Nameless shut his eyes. Cordy had rotted in front of his eyes, and so terribly quickly. “We should be going,” he said, setting down his tankard.

“I agree,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Perhaps we will find real food on the way.”

The server was at their table in a flash, holding out his hand and giving a polite cough.

Nameless looked from Rah-Vos Dar to Shadrak. “I don’t have any coins left.”

Rah-Vos Dar started to turn out his pockets, but to Nameless’s surprise Shadrak slapped a gold shekel down on the table and the server’s eyes widened.

“On me,” Shadrak said. “But you owe me. Or rather, that scut Volpadine does. Did you ask about my money from the Senate, Nameless?”

“I forgot.”

“Bastard,” Shadrak said. “Not you. Volpadine. But don’t worry, I’ll get what’s mine, just you see. Here, in case I ain’t there to bail you out next time.” The assassin thrust a jangling coin pouch into Nameless’s hands. “Don’t get too excited: it’s only silvers.”

Shadrak led them on a shortcut through back alleys between rundown tenements teeming with beggars and unwashed urchins, until they reached the the North-City Barracks, where the First Company of Jeridium’s Second Cohort was stationed.

The guards on the gate let Nameless, Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar through to the parade ground, where the legionaries were already hard at practice, drawn up in two opposing phalanxes six men wide, four ranks deep, pushing at each other with rectangular shields and stabbing with wooden shortswords. They were armored in bronze—helm, breastplate, vambraces, and greaves—which struck Nameless as inordinately heavy. Clearly they were specialist infantry, trained to fight in close formation, with weight a factor in the push and thrust of phalanx warfare. But if their ranks were broken—as he knew they would be by the ferocity of the dwarven shield wall—the legionaries would be hampered by their armor and cut down easily with axe and sword.

The commander, a short man with a thick mustache and a sagging paunch protruding beneath his ill-fitting breastplate, glanced nervously at Nameless and the others in between barking instructions and encouragements to the men in the phalanxes.

“He looks pleased to see you,” Shadrak said.

The legionaries were highly disciplined, and when the commander yelled for them to break off, both sides did so with quick, measured steps back, never once lowering their shields or taking their eyes from the enemy.

At another command, they wheeled round till the back ranks became the front. When they clashed again, Nameless noted how both phalanxes drifted to their right as legionaries tried to keep behind the shields of their comrades. The same thing happened in the dwarven shield wall, though to a lesser degree. The dwarves were more focused on ripping apart the enemy front line than simply pushing it back and thrusting into the gaps. They would typically use the heads of their long-hafted axes to pull down the top of a shield, exposing the enemy’s face and neck. Another difference Nameless noted was that the second rank did nothing but shove their front-rank colleagues in the back with their shields, pushing them relentlessly forward. In the dwarven wall, the second rank was charged with raising their shields overhead, to protect the warriors in front from axes coming over the top. These legionaries had clearly not faced anything other than a linear assault, shove on shove. They were going to need some work.

“They are very good,” Rah-Vos Dar said.

“Aye,” Nameless said, “they’re good, but are they ready for what they may have to face?”

At a break in practice, the commander sauntered over to them, red-faced and awkward, voice hoarse from where he’d been yelling instructions.

“The Nameless Dwarf, I assume,” he said, thumping his breastplate in salute. “Captain Farryl. As you can see, everything’s in order here.”

Nameless mimicked the salute then sucked on his mustache, pondering how best to handle the situation. Before he could think of what to say, Shadrak said, “I thought you was Marshal.”

“I am.”

“Then why’d this scut not use your title? Didn’t the Senate tell you they’d made him Marshal?” Shadrak said to Captain Farryl. “Or are you deliberately being a tosser?”

Farryl went a whole shade redder and began to stammer a response that kept getting stuck in his throat.

“He meant no disrespect, now did you, Captain?” Nameless said as amiably as he could.

He could feel Rah-Vos Dar’s looming presence behind him. Farryl blinked rapidly. He turned to check on his men, who were standing around drinking water from jugs and cups set out on a trestle table.

“My mistake, sir,” Farryl said, saluting a second time. “As you can see, Marshal, the First Company is prepared for anything.”

The Captain’s whole manner indicated that he was impatient for them to leave.

“Anything, you say?” Nameless asked.

“With respect, Marshal, these men are Jeridium’s finest.”

“And they’re well-trained, Captain, I can see that. But they’ve never faced a dwarven shield wall.”

Captain Farryl scoffed at that. “Round wooden shields and axes are no match for the legions, Marshal. Easy pickings, eh lads?” he called over his shoulder. The soldiers didn’t respond with the hoots and jeers Nameless had expected. Farryl seemed taken aback by the fact, and once more resorted to coughing to clear his throat.

“Captain,” Nameless said, hefting the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder, “do you have a spare practice sword and spear? Shields too. Three of them.”

Farryl frowned uncertainly, then ordered the weapons to be brought from the armory. Shadrak took the wooden sword, and Rah-Vos Dar the spear. All three were given the same rectangular shields the legionaries used.

“You don’t have round ones?” Nameless asked.

“What would be the point?” Farryl said, now starting to sound smug. But then he added, “Marshal.”

“If you please, Captain,” Nameless said, “choose three of your men to oppose us.”

While Farryl selected his men, Nameless told Rah-Vos Dar and Shadrak what he wanted them to do, then they locked shields, Nameless in the center.

Farryl’s three legionaries advanced with perfect discipline, shields braced against the initial clash, swords extended. Nameless, Shadrak and Rah-Vos Dar stepped to meet them, then of a sudden charged. Nameless saw the three men facing them smirk as they leaned into their shields, ready to absorb the brunt of the impact, but then Nameless swung his axe overhead, catching the top of the middle shield with the under-curve of the blade. He yanked the shield down, and Rah-Vos Dar’s practice spear punched into the legionary’s startled face, knocking him from his feet.

The remaining two legionaries were quick to close the gap as their colleague was dragged back by observers, spitting blood and groaning.

At Nameless’s command, his own mini shield wall retreated a step. “Just remember to go gently on them,” he told Paxy. As the legionaries advanced into the space they’d left, he powered the Axe of the Dwarf Lords into the top of a shield, causing the bottom to tilt and the man to stagger. Shadrak crouched and thrust his sword beneath the shield and into the man’s groin, eliciting a shriek as he twisted the wooden blade and ripped it upwards. Nameless slammed his shield into the remaining legionary, knocking him off balance, and Rah-Vos Dar stepped around the side to jab him in the ribs.

“Now,” Nameless said, dropping his shield to the ground, “imagine the same thing, only with hundreds of dwarves, all of them playing for keeps.”

The resting legionaries pressed forward now, suddenly attentive.

“This is how we dwarves fight in the shield wall,” Nameless told them. “Not neat and fair, push against shove, like you. Keep your discipline, but add training with axes and coordinate your attacks.” He thrust his shield into Captain Farryl’s hands. “You know what to do, Captain, or do I need to stay and train them myself?”

Farryl’s mustache quivered, and his cheeks were so red his head looked about to explode. He swallowed a lump then took control of himself. “Axes!” he bellowed.

***

In an obvious attempt to make amends for his earlier surliness, Captain Farryl sent for a carriage to take Nameless on a tour of the other barracks around the city, and he ordered two of his best men to go along.

“So you won’t have to endure any more buffoons like me, Marshal,” Farryl said. “Some of the other companies are… less than you might expect. Their commanders didn’t come up through the ranks like I did, and discipline is lacking.”

Nameless nodded. “I see. Then I’m going to ask a favor of you, Captain. Or rather, what’s the rank above captain?”

“Colonel, Marshal.”

“Very well,” Nameless said. “I assume as Marshal I have the authority to promote?” He glanced at Shadrak, who shrugged. “I’m going to ask a favor of you, Colonel Farryl.”

“Of course, Marshal. Whatever you require.”

***

The driver of the carriage first dropped Rah-Vos Dar off at Graenor Street, in the shade of the northern wall, where the Zawalian was keen to commence his work at Serenity Hospital.

Shadrak scowled out the window at the white-robed priests moving among the crowds of sick and starving people gathered outside. The hospital, Rah-Vos Dar informed them, had once been a noble’s manse, but the man and his entire family had converted to the Way and entrusted all their considerable wealth to the Bishop to use as he saw fit.

“I’ve never seen a man so excited to start work,” Nameless said as Rah-Vos Dar made his way through the throng to the front portico.

“You still ain’t,” Shadrak said sourly. “It’s his cock leading him.”

The carriage continued along broad avenues and cobbled streets, stopping off at the barracks situated in each of the city’s districts. It made a difference having Colonel Farryl’s men along, for they introduced the new Marshal to the commanding officers, and it seemed that the troops of the First Company were held in the highest regard.

Nameless could see why. At the second barracks they visited, the legionaries milled around aimlessly, and several men were even drinking on duty. The Captain, when Nameless dragged him out of bed with a whore, was a slovenly weasel by the name of Brout, which, as Shadrak pointed out to the man’s face, rhymed with lout. Captain Brout stank of stale sweat and beer, and when he led them onto the parade ground it was clear he didn’t have the respect of the men, who sneered at his attempts to pull them into line. Shadrak punched a legionary in the guts. When the man’s friend tried to intervene, Shadrak slammed him to the ground before choking him unconscious, then he proceeded to whip the rest of the company into shape as if he’d been born to command. It was a side of the assassin Nameless hadn’t seen before, and he had to admit he was impressed.

Nameless took Brout aside so as not to embarrass him in front of his men.

“Things need to change around here, laddie.”

“Yes, sir,” Brout said sullenly. “I mean, yes, Marshal.”

“Starting with you. No drink in the barracks, and no idlers. Keep the men busy at all times, and they’ll give you no trouble. And Captain…”

“Marshal?”

“Take a bath and get a change of clothes. At least try to look like a commander of men.”

Brout winced at that but said nothing.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “I’ve been around fighting men most of my life, and you don’t have the look of one. Money buy your commission?”

Brout gave a reluctant nod.

“But you squandered your wealth and now resent being stuck in your post?”

A black look this time, but he didn’t deny it.

Nameless clamped a hand on the Captain’s shoulder. “I have faith in you, Captain Brout, that you can turn things around here. Assign every man work for the day. Have them polish their armor, wash their cloaks, sharpen their blades. Have them sweep the parade ground and clean their living quarters. And tell them you’ll be back to make an inspection tonight. If you’re not satisfied, Shadrak will pay them a visit in the morning.”

Brout’s head bobbed in dumb agreement, but then he said, “Back? Where am I going?”

“I want you to visit the First Company. Place yourself under Colonel Farryl’s direction for the day. Tell him the Marshal sent you.”

“Colonel Farryl?”

“You heard me, laddie.”

Brout looked crestfallen, but he dutifully mumbled, “Yes, Marshal.”

The next two barracks were little better. The men had grown complacent, believing they were safe behind the city’s walls, and that if there was any fighting to be done, it would be by the First Company. Nameless—with Shadrak’s assistance—broke them of that misconception, and two more captains were sent to Colonel Farryl for lessons in command.

As the suns moved into the west, Nameless decided to call it a day. The rest of the barracks could wait until tomorrow. The carriage dropped off Colonel Farryl’s two men at the First Company’s barracks then clattered through the streets of the Palidius District until they reached the Academy.

Nils was speaking with Rah-Vos Dar at the front gate when they arrived, the Zawalian having just finished his shift at the hospital. As Nameless and Shadrak climbed down to greet them, Nils asked the driver to wait. “I was just telling Rah-Vos Dar here,” he said, “that Drekas has finished deciphering the code on the vellum.”

“So, what’s it say?” Shadrak asked.

“Instructions to Dudley from the bank: which of the bank’s own warehouses to direct the supplies coming into Jeridium to; what percentage Dudley can siphon off for himself; how much he could expect to receive once the city falls. There was also the promise of reimbursement for the material—timber, iron and steel—that Dudley sent to Arx Gravis before the siege even began.”

“So, let’s move against the bank,” Nameless said. “Inform the Senate.”

Nils shook his head. “We still have no idea how deep the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank’s influence goes. What if there are other senators on their payroll? Any motion to seize the bank’s assets could be scuppered, and we’ll have revealed our hand.”

“It’s already revealed,” Shadrak said. “Brenitch is dead. Someone must have noticed.”

“But Cawdor ain’t,” Nils said. “Drekas said there was hints in the code—symbols he had to dig about in some pretty nasty tomes to decipher.”

“It’s Blightey, isn’t it?” Nameless said. “The senior partner, Cawdor, is Otto Blightey.”

“That’s what it looks like. But let’s not get distracted. Our role—yours—is to defend Jeridium should the dwarves return. After that, we’ll have to see. Maybe it’s time to mount an excursion to the roots of Arx Gravis and snuff out Blightey’s evil once and for all.”

“And you can do that?” Shadrak said.

“One step at a time. First the dwarves, then the forces driving them.”

“I’d prefer it the other way round,” Nameless said.

“Wouldn’t we all?” Nils said. “But as things stand, I don’t see as we have much choice. Now, you two,” he said to Rah-Vos Dar and Shadrak, “why don’t you go on inside and grab yourselves something to eat. There’s somewhere I want to take Nameless, and I’d like some time to speak with him alone.”

“Then give me a minute to change into my coat,” Nameless said. “I’ve been in this armor all day and it’s starting to chafe.”

 

 




THIRTY-THREE

Sunset streaked the sky the color of raw wounds as the carriage rattled along cobbled streets in some backwater district Nameless hadn’t been to before. Perched on the seat opposite, Nils seemed pensive, though he tried to lighten the mood with snatches of conversation.

“It’s amazing what your friend Rah-Vos Dar did for me,” he said with a forced chuckle. “I didn’t get up once in the night for a piss, my joints no longer burn like acid, and I can sit without pain.”

“You have a pain in your arse?” Nameless asked. “If Shadrak’s being a nuisance…”

“Piles,” Nils said. “You’d think with all my knowledge of sorcery I’d have come up with some way to shrink them by now. But Rah-Vos Dar… I don’t know how he did it, but it worked like—”

“Magic?” Nameless said drily.

“It ain’t magic, whatever he does. I’d know if it was. But there’s something to all that mumbo-jumbo, I tell you. I bet the Matron at Serenity Hospital is counting her lucky stars to have him.”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “I’m sure she is. So, are you ready to tell me where we’re going?”

Nils patted him on the knee. “Patience, my friend. Just something I thought you’d want to see, while there’s a moment’s calm.”

By the time the carriage stopped and they climbed out, the last reds and purples had drained from the sky.

Wrought iron gates loomed before them, and after instructing the driver to wait once more, Nils waggled his fingers over the lock until it clicked open. They followed a winding path between tombstones and statues, many of them missing arms or heads; and there were crypts with steps leading down into darkness.

After what they’d been through—after Yosias Brenitch—Nameless felt decidedly uneasy. His mind began to throw up all manner of possibilities, none of them good. Dudley had been on the Senate, and he’d been a traitor. What if Nils was no different? Nameless didn’t want to believe it. The Nils he remembered had been fiercely loyal and the best of friends. But that had been a long time ago. Much could change over so many years, and Nils had been under the spell of Blightey’s grimoire. He tightened his grip on Paxy’s haft.

[What is it, my Exalted?] the axe said in his mind. [You no longer trust Nils?]

He gave her a reassuring pat, wishing he could reply in the same manner she spoke to him, but he dared not mutter a response in case Nils suspected something. The sorcerer might have been a scrawny stick of a man, but Nameless had already seen what he could do with magical fire. One barked cant, and Nameless would be reduced to ashes, which is why he watched Nils so intently, waiting for the telltale movement of his lips.

But then Nils left the path and came to a stop in front of a modest tombstone. He turned to Nameless, face etched with sorrow.

“It’s the best we could do for him at the time. I keep meaning to upgrade it to a proper tomb or monument or whatever.”

Nameless squinted at the stone in the failing light. An anchor had been carved down the center, and beneath it was a simple inscription:

“HERE LIES RABNAR THE RED”

Trembling seized Nameless then, working its way upward from his feet. His legs grew weak, his shoulders stooped and heavy. He forgot to breathe, and when he remembered, his throat tightened around a lump. The pressure of tears built behind his eyes.

“I’ll make my own way back,” he said.

He didn’t see Nils leave, only vaguely registered the sorcerer’s retreating footfalls, then the clatter of the carriage pulling away.

Nameless stood before the grave of Rabnar the Red and sobbed. Not just for Rabnar, but for all the years he’d wasted hiding away in the Southern Crags. For walking away from his people. For what had befallen the dwarves in his absence.

And most of all, he wept for Cordy.

***

“What was she like, lubber?” Rabnar said.

Nameless hadn’t heard the Captain approach. He’d been lost in maudlin thoughts as he stared out over the gunwale at the white horses dancing around the prow. He feigned a weak smile and accepted a tankard with a good head of froth.

“Beer?”

“All I had left,” Rabnar said, clashing his own tankard against Nameless’s and taking a sip. Froth clung to his red beard, and for an instant the sight cheered Nameless. It didn’t last.

“What was she like, my Cordy?” Nameless took a swig of beer and wrinkled his nose. It was rank enough to give Ironbelly’s a run for its money.

Rabnar eyed him closely, oddly sober for a change.

Nameless wanted to say she was full of fire, spat venom and packed a punch that could floor a battle goat; wanted to say she was stronger than him, that her head was screwed on right, that she would have pissed in Rabnar’s poor excuse for beer and tipped it overboard. He wanted to say how much he loved her, but when he tried to speak, the words choked in his throat. He took a long pull on the beer. This time its bitterness suited his mood.

Rabnar slung an arm around his shoulders and together they gazed out to sea. There was nothing but water and sky in every direction; had been since they left Medryn-Tha days ago. Nameless was starting to wonder if the Vanatusian Empire really existed; if they would ever see land again, or if they would remain forever lost at sea. He found he didn’t much care either way.

“The waves and the wind are healing,” Rabnar said. “Least they are for me, and I’ve had my fair share of losses.”

“As healing as time?” Nameless said.

“Don’t go getting all cynical, lubber. It’ll eat you up on the inside.”

“I’m sorry, laddie.” Nameless suddenly felt guilty about the beer, and downed what he had left in one go. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Just breathe in the brine and feel the motion of the sea. Let it wash over you. Let it soothe you. In a few days we’ll reach an archipelago I’ve sailed to once or twice. A raid or two, a good fight, a pile of glittering loot and you’ll be back to your old self in no time.”

“And if I’m not?”

“Then I’ll throw you overboard for the sharp-tooths.”

“Sharp-tooths?”

Rabnar pointed down at the churning waters, where half a dozen dorsal fins were keeping apace of the Watchful Wake.

***

Nameless lost track of how long he stood at Rabnar’s grave, but when he left it was dark. Charos was full and bloody in the night sky, and gibbous Ennoi reflected her glow pink. Leaving the graveyard, he wandered through long and lonely streets until he found signs of life in a wealthier district, where some sort of carnival made its way along the road.

Drummers beat a spellbinding tattoo, and a boy played skirling notes on a flute. Behind them, all manner of performers processed in time—stilt-walkers, jugglers, scantily clad dancers.

Nameless wondered what it was for? Perhaps a feast day he was unfamiliar with, or maybe they were simply celebrating the end of the siege. If they were, he didn’t begrudge them this one evening of happiness, because he was certain it was just a brief respite.

He followed along in the procession’s wake, lost in memories of the sea, of the coastlines on the outskirts of the Vanatusian Empire, of drinking and joking and watching Rabnar cheat at cards. The drumbeat, the hoots and cheers of the crowd, the shrill melody of the flute gave a dreamlike quality to his ruminations. He found himself smiling at things once said and shared aboard the Watchful Wake; at the youthful Nils’s awkwardness; at Rabnar’s way of seeing humor in every situation, even the most dire.

But when he thought of Cordy, he saw only what she’d become. Acid burned in his veins. He needed so badly to hurt someone for what had happened. It was Gitashan who’d betrayed Nameless, Gitashan who’d sacrificed Cordy out of resentment and ambition. Ultimately, though, it was Otto Blightey who needed to pay. But even if Nameless abandoned the defense of Jeridium to go and hunt the Lich Lord in the Ravine City, what could he do? How could he kill a monster that had died a hundred times and yet still clung stubbornly to existence?

The warm glow of a tavern drew him out of the procession. Nameless found himself a stool at the bar and ordered himself a tankard of the strongest hop-beer they had. He sat, breathing in the smoke, letting the hubbub of voices and drunken laughter wash over him as one beer turned into two, and two into three. He tried to think about the city’s defenses, and the barracks he still had to visit in the morning, but his thoughts remained anchored in the past.

“Mind if I join you?” an old man said, plonking himself down on the stool next to Nameless.

He was mostly bald, just a few tufts of grey hair sticking up atop his head. He wore a frayed jacket and britches and a pair of scuffed and faded sandals—like those of the legionaries.

“You a veteran, son?” Nameless said.

The old man nodded proudly, his back stiff and straight. “That I am. And you?” He frowned down at Nameless’s beard, his broad face.

“Not of the legions,” Nameless said.

The old man ordered himself a beer. “A dwarf in the city…”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not to me it ain’t. But it might be to some. I already figured you ain’t an enemy agent. Like me, you’re too old for that.”

“Oh, there’s still fight in this old goat, laddie, don’t you worry.”

The old man studied him and nodded. “Perhaps. Once a warrior, eh?”

“That’s right,” Nameless said, downing his beer.

“Buy you another?”

“Don’t mind if you do.”

They spoke about how it had been during the siege, the tactics the dwarves had used. Nameless felt a stab of shame when the old man mentioned the screaming heads that the enemy catapulted over the walls. “That’s not the dwarven way,” he said. “Least it wasn’t in my day.”

“When was that, then? Ten, twenty years back?”

Nameless chuckled into his beer then took a sip. “And some. We dwarves live longer than you humans. A lot longer. Back then, dwarves didn’t fight among themselves. We were still united.”

“Get away! When the Nameless Dwarf was King?”

“And before.”

“But that’d make you—”

“Ancient, laddie. It makes me ancient.”

The old man smiled ruefully and shook his head. “Back when I was serving, the dwarves kept to themselves. I tell you, what’s been happening has the smell of deception about it.”

“Mananoc?”

“Well, what else could it be? People don’t change without cause. A whole race. Or do you know something I don’t?”

Nameless drained his beer and called for another and one for the old soldier. He paid with the coins Shadrak had given him. “I left my people a long time ago, laddie. I didn’t keep in touch.”

“What happened?”

“Lost my wife.”

The old man grimaced then thanked Nameless for the beer when the bartender handed it to him. “Lost my wife too, and my kids. Oh, it was years ago, but I still feel it.” He thumped his chest. “In here.”

“You didn’t remarry?”

“Nah. You?”

Nameless shook his head.

“You still miss her?” the old man asked.

“Of course I shogging…” Nameless’s voice trailed away and he muttered an apology.

Silence settled between them.

Nameless glanced up from his beer to see the old man watching him, only to quickly look away. “Something you want to say, laddie?”

The old man turned on his stool so he could look Nameless in the eye. He seemed hesitant, as if what he had to say was risky in some way and he wasn’t quite certain he’d earned the right to say it. But then his face hardened with resolve.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” he whispered. “The Nameless Dwarf. They said he was here in the city, come to help us.”

Nameless said nothing, just stared back at him.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” the old man said. “I must be losing it. I mean, who else could you be? How many dwarves do you think are hanging about the city!” He shook his head and sighed. “The Nameless Dwarf! Sitting with me at the bar! Who would’ve believed it?” He suddenly took on a sober expression. “I heard the stories about what happened to your wife. I’m truly sorry.”

Nameless nodded but could find nothing to say.

“I know what it’s like,” the old man said. “I was a legionary for years. When I retired, I wasn’t rich, but we got by. Used to be they looked after veterans, but not these days. Still, we had a good life, me, Hanara and the boys. But then thieves broke in when I was out drinking. Not good thieves, neither. Must have woken the house with their noise. When I got home….” He looked away, chewing on the bitter memory, then looked back again. “Didn’t think I could live with the guilt of not being there, nor the unfairness of what had happened. It made no sense. But then the Way found me, called me out of myself. He’s merciful, my god. There’s no guilt he can’t assuage.” He leaned in close to Nameless. “No heartache he can’t heal. If you like, I could—”

Nameless bellowed with laughter—full bellied laughter that drove the black mood from him and brought a different kind of tears to his eyes. He clapped the old man on the shoulder.

“Me, a Wayist? Laddie, that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in years! Come on, let me buy you another beer. Let’s get drunk together and talk of battles and adventure and life.”

The old man looked taken aback, but then he smiled. “Don’t suppose it can do no harm. I’m sure the Way will forgive me just this once. After all, it’s not every day you get to share a beer with the Nameless Dwarf.”

 

 




THIRTY-FOUR

Nameless staggered back to the Academy in the early hours. Raphoe was still a pearly radiance as red chased the grey pre-dawn light over the horizon, but Charos and Ennoi had already slunk out of sight. He cursed as magical wards sounded the moment he pushed through the gates, but a black-robed sorcerer quelled them when she came to check on the noise. The woman looked like she hadn’t been to bed yet, judging by the dark rings around her eyes.

The illumination of glowstones came from within the Academy building, and silhouettes passed in front of the windows. Nameless experienced a pang of guilt then. While he’d been out feeling sorry for himself, Nils’s people had been hard at work.

Inside the door, two legionaries of the Senatorial Guard stood in their polished armor and white cloaks. Both saluted Nameless, then one turned on his heel and strode through the open doorway into the library. Moments later Nils emerged, and with him, Shadrak.

“I’m sorry,” Nils said. “I shouldn’t have taken you to Rabnar’s grave.”

“No, you darned well shouldn’t,” a gruff voice said, and then Senator Crannock stepped out of the library. “First crisis as Marshal and nowhere to be found!” Crannock leaned towards Nameless and sniffed. “Have you been drinking?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Nameless said. Beneath the reek of weedstick smoke coming off the white toga, he could smell sour wine on Crannock’s breath.

“Don’t be so impertinent,” Crannock snapped.

An angry thrum passed through the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, and a wave of heat washed over Nameless. When it passed, he felt as if he hadn’t touched a drop.

[Remember who you are,] Paxy told him. [You were a king once. You are Exalted.]

If it had been up to Paxy, Nameless would have knocked Crannock’s teeth out, but something had clearly happened while he’d been draining the tavern dry. Something important enough to bring a senator to the Academy before the suns had risen.

“Shadrak was about to come looking for you,” Nils said. “You were right: the dwarves were building something north of the city. The wall sentries saw lamplight in the distance. Dwarven engineers must have been working throughout the night.”

“Did they say what it was?” Nameless asked.

“Only that it was big, and they were using that massive crane to assemble it.”

“In your absence,” Crannock said, “I took it upon myself to order the First Company to the parapet, and the Second inside the north gate. We have archers on the roofs and the springald ready with a crew.”

“Thank you, Senator,” Nameless said. “I should have been ready for this.”

“Yes,” Crannock said. “You should.” Then his demeanor softened. “But you’re here now, eh? Let’s go and see what these stunted bastards are up to… no offense intended. My carriage is round back.”

***

Graenor Street was in a state of controlled panic when Crannock’s carriage pulled up. Legionaries were everywhere, stopping and questioning all passersby; formed up in battle lines left and right of the massive northern gates at the rear of the barbican. There were more men atop the battlements, where the catapult-like springald was mounted within a crenel, a crew of three around the base, javelins stacked against the merlons either side. Archers were stationed on the roof of a warehouse opposite the barbican, as well as on the balconies of tenements all along the street. Nameless could just about make out Serenity Hospital set back a little way from the road to the east, white-robed priests standing about in the manicured gardens out front, taking an anxious interest in what was going on. Rah-Vos Dar had worked the night shift. Nameless wondered if the Zawalian was still inside.

“Marshal!” someone bellowed from the parapet.

Colonel Farryl was waving for Nameless to join him.

At the top, Farryl handed Nameless a spyglass and motioned for him to look out through the battlements. Shadrak came up behind Nameless with Crannock huffing and puffing in his wake.

“There, Marshal,” Farryl said, and Nameless focused the spyglass.

At the mouth of the valley that cleft Carys Woods, the top of the wooden crane was visible. Suspended from the lifting sling attached to a huge chain was a mountainous chunk of rock. Dark specks were climbing the slopes either side of the valley and gathering amid the trees above.

“The dwarven army?” Nameless asked.

Farryl grunted. “Has to be. But which one?”

Nameless couldn’t see, even through the spyglass, and when he looked without it there was nothing but flatlands leading to the distant hills and the trees that partially obscured the valley. Either it was Thyenna come to make her play for Jeridium, or Gitashan had broken the truce. He raised the spyglass again, and this time he saw movement ahead of the assembling army: blurry shapes speeding down the hills toward the city.

“What’s that?” he asked, passing Farryl the spyglass.

Farryl took a moment to bring them into view. “Can’t tell at this range.”

“Try these,” Shadrak said, handing Nameless his goggles.

Nameless fitted the pliant band over his head and looked again. Now he could see clearly the painted round shields of Gitashan’s army starting to move from the tree line toward the brink of the hills, and before them, tearing across the flatland, dozens of dwarves mounted on battle goats, galloping straight for the walls.

It made no sense. It was a suicide charge.

But then came a rumble like thunder, so loud its vibration was felt through the stone of the parapet. All along the battlements legionaries peered through the crenels.

Nameless directed his gaze back to the valley and his breath caught in his throat. Slowly, torturously, a gigantic trebuchet was being brought out of the valley behind the crane. It was so huge he felt certain the others on the parapet could make it out with the naked eye. The thunderous din continued as teams of oxen goaded by dwarf engineers pulled the trebuchet on giant rollers made from tree trunks.

“Shog,” he heard Shadrak mutter.

“This looks bad,” Colonel Farryl said.

“I tried to get the Senate to listen,” Crannock growled. “Sally out and destroy whatever they were building.”

“Too late for that now,” Nils said. “I’ll summon my sorcerers.”

Nameless glanced round at the fizzing pop of sorcery, the stench of sulfur. Nils had rolled up the sleeve of his robe to reveal a broad metal bracelet inscribed with symbols. Silver flame streamed from the sorcerer’s fingers into the sky, swirling into a vortex with the blistering light of a small sun.

The dwarven goat-riders tore across the open ground, a mere two hundred yards from the walls. Colonel Farryl barked an order, and a javelin streaked from the springald to skewer a goat, pitching it into the path of the riders behind. Half a dozen goats went down, riders flung from the saddle or crushed beneath their mounts. But still the charge came on.

Nameless handed the goggles back to Shadrak then looked out once more toward the valley, where the trebuchet was in position, its throwing arm primed and waiting to receive the enormous chunk of rock from the crane. And in that instant, he knew the enemy’s plan, and he didn’t think even Jeridium’s ocras-lined walls could save them.

“Cover!” he yelled, then ignored his own command. He continued to stare out at the trebuchet as the crane deposited its load and an engineer with a huge mallet struck the release pin.

Atop the parapet, time seemed to slow for Nameless as the trebuchet’s giant arm sprang up, slinging its load in a high arc towards the city walls: a boulder so massive it blocked out the suns as it hurtled through the sky. It shouldn’t have hit—first shots were meant to measure distance, allowing the crew to readjust the aim. But the charge of the dwarven goat-riders, the advance of their massed troops, told Nameless that Gitashan’s engineers had planned it all out meticulously.

“It’s going to fall short,” Colonel Farryl yelled.

“It’s going straight over, into the city,” Crannock growled.

Both wrong.

Nameless threw himself behind the battlements a split second before impact. He squeezed his eyes shut against a skull-juddering crash that rent the air. Shockwaves ran the length of the curtain wall. Dust plumed. Masonry blasted skywards, then dropped back into the street below. Men screamed, plunging to their deaths as entire sections of the parapet collapsed.

The roar of cascading rubble went on and on, but when it finally subsided, cries of alarm came from the street. From outside the city walls, Nameless could hear the pound of goats’ hooves, the battle cries of their riders.

He stood, brushing rock dust from his coat and hair as he peered down at the massed goat-riders surging toward the destruction the trebuchet had wrought.

There was a breach in the curtain wall a hundred yards to the east, a fissure so wide you could have built a road through it. Twisted and jagged ocras showed through beneath the shattered stone, ripped asunder by the sheer weight of the boulder, the force of its impact.

As the front ranks of goat-riders surged through the breach, arrows rained down from the rooftops opposite. Goats reared. Riders fell, and the rest milled about in confusion. The legionaries of the Second Company inside the gates had formed up into a phalanx four ranks deep and were sweeping up the street toward the goat-riders, shields locked, short swords forming a bristling wall of death. But even as the Second Company slammed into the enemy, stabbing and shoving, Nameless recognized the danger: the riders had been in the van of a much larger attack.

Turning back to the battlements, he saw the center of the dwarven army advancing on the gap in the walls, and with them the five-headed dragon standard of Gitashan. There were lords in the front ranks, armored in black ocras, and within the throng he glimpsed the Queen herself, similarly armored, scimitar in hand.

Left and right of Gitashan’s force, lightly armored carls dashed toward the walls, carrying screens of water-doused skin and mobile palisades, behind them teams of ten bearing tall ladders.

Volley after volley of arrows slammed into the screens and palisades, barely impeding the advance. The crew of the springald launched another javelin, which punched right through the wood of one palisade, sending the carls carrying it sprawling.

Nameless was torn between the clangor of battle in the street below and the assault from outside. Gitashan’s main force now formed up into dozens of companies, each with upwards of two hundred carls and dwarf lords. So, it was to be a staggered assault. Gitashan didn’t want her forces to get choked in the breach. She would send them through one after another, hitting the defenders in waves. And that meant she was crazy—or possessed—because she would lose many warriors. Too many.

The first wave of dwarves streamed through the breach and began to form a shield wall on the inside—behind the phalanx of the Second Company cutting into the goats and riders.

Nameless started to move toward the steps down, then hesitated.

“Go,” Colonel Farryl cried above the din of battle. “I’ve got this!”

“Give me thirty men,” Nameless said, and Farryl relayed the order.

[But you have no armor….]

“Only myself to blame for that, lassie,” Nameless said, then ran for the steps.

Shadrak came with him, Farryl’s thirty trailing behind. As Nameless reached the bottom, a clutch of dwarven carls broke off from the rear of their shield wall and came at him. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords thrummed in his grip as Nameless slammed into them, Shadrak on his left and—to Nameless’s shock—Senator Crannock on his right, wielding a borrowed sword like a man half his age. Nameless’s opponent blocked with his shield, but the shield was mostly wood, and after a few blows, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords smashed through the boards. The man retreated a step, his shield a splintered mess around its iron boss.

Shadrak danced around the side of his opponent and rammed a dagger into her armpit. She screamed and then Shadrak finished her with a stab to the throat that stained her beard red.

The carl facing Nameless dropped his ruined shield and forced him back with savage blows from an axe. Nameless blocked as he stepped left then quickly right, slamming the Axe of the Dwarf Lords beneath the carl’s arcing swing to punch through chainmail, flesh and bone. The man’s eyes widened, and he looked down at the gushing wound before he fell.

Crannock took a shield blow to the face and staggered back, his nose a bloody mess. Nameless stepped across and cut the legs out from under the senator’s opponent.

Ahead of him, the dwarven shield wall was now locked in a game of push and shove with the rear of the Second Company, who had turned to face them, and as he knew they would, the dwarves were winning—pulling down shields with their axe heads so that the carls either side could stab into the opening. But the legionaries fought back with disciplined ferocity, heaving as one unit, thrusting, resetting. And each time one of them fell, the man behind stepped forward to plug the gap. Of the goat-riders there was no more sign. Gitashan must have known they wouldn’t stand a chance once inside, yet they had given her foot soldiers the advantage.

More dwarves broke away from the back ranks. Shadrak crouched as they came on, a punch dagger in either hand. Bloody-faced and weary, Crannock stood beside him, hurling insults a baresark would have been proud of. Nameless stooped to pick up the shield of the soldier who’d hit Crannock, and he banged the Axe of the Dwarf Lords against its willow boards in anticipation of the blood to come.

And then the thirty legionaries were there, forming a shield wall three ranks deep. Nameless stood his ground at the front, overlapping his round shield with the legionary’s rectangular one on his left. He caught Shadrak’s eye, growled at him to go back up top where he might be of more use, but he was wasting his time. “More fun here,” the assassin said, but at least he had the sense to scoop up a discarded dwarven shield so he could take his place on Nameless’s right.

“Don’t even ask,” Crannock said from his place in the first rank.

The enemy came on more cautiously now. While the front ranks of carls and lords battled furiously for every inch of progress against the Second Company, those at the back formed their own shield wall facing the thirty men of the First Company, along with Nameless, Shadrak, and Crannock. There were at least a hundred dwarves, and they lengthened their lines so they could come about the sides of the First’s phalanx. The dwarves clashed weapons against shields, hurled curses and insults, then surged forward.

“Brace!” Nameless yelled, but the legionaries were already bracing.

The two shield walls collided with a juddering impact. Nameless staggered but gave no ground, and all along the line the front rank held. Swords thrust through the gaps. Dwarven axes came over top, crashing into shields or snagging their upper rims. One struck a legionary’s helm with such force the man crumpled to his knees, blood oozing from his nostrils. Nameless bellowed for the second rank to raise their shields to protect the heads of the men in front.

“Heave!” he yelled, and he felt the weight of the phalanx at his back.

The dwarven line sagged then pushed back. Shadrak crouched and stabbed beneath a round shield, and a soldier went down shrieking, clutching his groin. Crannock swore and thwacked his sword repeatedly into the upper rim of a shield until it buckled and split. The dwarf shoved the iron boss into Crannock’s guts, but the Senator caught the rim and yanked it aside so he could ram his sword into the man’s throat.

An axe head snagged the top of Nameless’s shield. He instinctively brought the Axe of the Dwarf Lords up, deflecting a sword aimed at his neck. He swung at the axe-man’s face, slicing through the nose guard and biting deep into his skull. Nameless booted him back into the carls behind.

All about Nameless was a blur of weapons, the clangor of steel, the grunt and heave of warriors. Spittle flew with curses. Blood sprayed. Bodies fell. Dimly, he registered hammering from outside the city walls, the chink of chisel on stone; Farryl’s yelled commands from the parapet; the clatter of ladders being thrown up against the walls. Shouting, screaming, jeering. It was hard to stay focused on the carnage in front of him, knowing that if the First Company atop the walls didn’t hold, the enemy would come streaming down the steps behind, and the ragged remnants of Nameless’s shield wall would be swept aside in an instant.

He almost lost his footing when he slipped in blood. An axe came at him from overhead, but the legionary behind caught it on his raised shield. Shadrak slammed his shield into the axe man then stabbed him in the guts, ripping his blade in a long, grisly line. The stench of open bowels hit Nameless’s nostrils, and with it came the realization that he was in the thick of it: a real fight, in the worst place a dwarf could be—and the best. Death was a game of chance here in the clash of shield walls. One slip, one mistimed strike and it was all over. That’s what exhilarated him, flooded him with the thrill of battle. He should have been exhausted, his muscles burning with the agony of repeatedly swinging his axe, but he felt good. He felt young. And then he felt the steady flow of energy from the Axe of the Dwarf Lords and knew she was the only reason he was still in the fight.

A sword raked at his ankles, but there was no force behind the blow and it failed to pierce his leather boots. Nameless rammed his shield boss into the arm holding the sword then buried the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in the carl’s ribs.

As the man dropped, another dwarf stepped forward to take his place, a barrel-chested lord armored in black ocras. The dwarf lord had no shield, just a long-hafted axe, which he smashed into Nameless’s shield. Wood splintered, and pain jolted along Nameless’s arm. When the dwarf lord yanked his axe free, he ripped wood from Nameless’s shield with it. Nameless saw the next swing coming through the hole in his shield. He swayed aside and hacked at the man’s leg, but Paxy screeched against an ocras greave. The dwarf lord’s axe came down again and Nameless met it with his shield, this time taking it on the iron boss. His arm went numb from the impact, and he stumbled back into the man behind.

The dwarf lord surged forward, axe raised overhead… and slipped in blood. Nameless darted forward and swung with all his might at the ocras breastplate. Power coursed along Paxy’s haft in whorls of silver. She went straight through the breastplate and exited the dwarf lord’s spine. Nameless felt Paxy shudder. He knew she didn’t have much more to give.

Another dwarf charged, crashing his shield into Nameless’s, but he suddenly squealed and pitched over backwards.

Shadrak stood from a crouch and grinned, blood dripping from his dagger, his shield a shattered ruin, little more than a handle and an iron boss. His face was speckled with blood, but his pink eyes glittered.

And they were winning! The center still held, and the dwarven line was buckling. Behind them, Nameless could see that the Second Company was holding its own against the bulk of the dwarven attack, though there were bodies piled up on both sides.

But then Nameless realized: the dwarves were falling back in the center but coming around both flanks with their greater numbers. He yelled the command to retreat, but it was already too late. Dwarven axes and swords and shields slammed into both flanks. Legionaries fell screaming. He saw Crannock roar and plug a gap, hacking and stabbing like a demon—an old man grown young. It seemed Nameless wasn’t the only one, and Crannock didn’t even have the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to feed him energy. All he had was rage and indignation.

Then Nameless had to regain his focus as a sword grazed his shoulder, ripping through his coat. His counter slid off a shield. The sword came down hard at him and he blocked with the remains of his shield and hacked into his opponent’s leg, shearing through the knee.

Explosions suddenly rent the air. Coruscating showers and blinding light. The stench of roasted meat. Acrid smoke. Blazing spheres plummeted into the dwarven ranks, erupting in vivid bursts of white fire. Cloaks ignited, skin melted like candle wax, and the dwarven shield wall disintegrated into a chaos of panicked individuals.

Nameless risked a glance back and up at the parapet, where dark-robed figures stood in a long line, flames dancing between their fingertips.

Nils’s sorcerers had arrived.

Colonel Farryl yelled commands, and more of his men came pounding down the steps to join the Second Company’s rout of the enemy. It was a slaughter, and while Crannock’s fury only increased as he pursued fleeing carls and cut them down from behind, Nameless held back. He knew there was no choice, but he couldn’t allow himself to be part of the massacre.

Shadrak hung back with him, wiping his gore-stained dagger on a dead dwarf lord’s cloak. He’d discarded his ruined shield now that the battle had descended into a furious melee.

The routed dwarves fled back through the breach in the walls, where they impeded the advance of reinforcements from outside. Legionaries cut into them, and the more dwarves fell, the more their bodies blocked the passage of the lords and carls still trying to enter the city.

Nils and his sorcerers turned their attention to the massed dwarves outside, unleashing another fusillade of sorcerous missiles, and then it was all over—for now. A trumpet sounded, and Nameless recognized it as the dwarven call to retreat.

He jogged toward the breach, where fighting still continued, yelling for the legionaries to let the dwarves go. They had been soundly beaten. There was no need for any more of them to die.

And to his relief, the legionaries pulled back. They were exhausted, spattered with blood, weapons nicked and stained red. Scarcely two dozen dwarves escaped through the breach, and the legionaries for once lost discipline and began to jeer. Nameless smiled at that. It’s exactly what the dwarves would have done. What he would have done, too, if it hadn’t been such a double-edged victory.

And the fight for Jeridium wasn’t over yet. Not by a long chalk.

Wayist priests poured out of Serenity Hospital to tend the injured and dying. They organized themselves swiftly so that the wounded could be triaged and the most severely injured taken into the hospital by stretcher.

A white-robed woman approached Shadrak, who was bleeding from a multitude of nicks and cuts, but he told her to shog off. Nameless smiled apologetically then waved off her help. He was busy looking through the throng, trying to catch sight of Rah-Vos Dar. Then he saw the Zawalian carrying a wounded legionary over his shoulder, already halfway back to the hospital, and Nameless let him go.

He pushed through the legionaries and priests until he found Crannock seated on the ground breathing heavily, a grey-haired priest binding a minor wound on his forearm, at the same time frowning at the bloody mess surrounding the senator’s broken nose. Crannock was drenched in blood, most of it not his own. He glanced up at Nameless, a fierce look in his eyes. He still hadn’t come down from the battle lust.

“You fought well, Senator,” Nameless said. “You have my respect.”

“It’s not your respect I need, it’s your mind on the job. We almost lost the city just now. Would have done if…” Crannock grimaced in pain then shook his head before finishing what he’d been trying to say. “We would have done, if not for the commander of the First.”

“Colonel Farryl,” Nameless said.

“Is that what he is, a colonel? A good man. Earned a medal today, I’d say, wouldn’t you?”

“I would,” Nameless agreed, starting to turn away.

“As did you, Marshal,” Crannock said.

When Nameless turned back to face him, the fierceness had left the senator’s eyes. He looked old once more, tired beyond belief. “The way you pulled the men together, the way you put yourself in the thick of it…” Crannock grinned. “It’s why I had to join in the fun. Couldn’t let an old man like you grab all the glory.”

Nameless laughed and grasped the senator’s hand, shaking it warmly. He’d always said you could never judge a man’s character until he’d fought in the shield wall, and Crannock had stood there shoulder to shoulder with the legionaries, and he’d given more than a good account of himself.

“You used to be a soldier before you were a senator?” Nameless asked.

“Used to be a bloody general, back in the day. Though you’d never believe it, for all the notice the Senate take of my advice.”

“Then they’re fools,” Nameless said. “In times of war—”

He was cut short by a thunderous crack, cries and screams, and the cascade of a mountain of rubble. Smoke plumed into the street, this time to the east of the gates. Another section of the wall had collapsed. The trebuchet had fired its second load.

Already Colonel Farryl was yelling commands, and legionaries were pulling over wagons that had been stationed nearby for use as barricades. Once in position, the wagons were hurriedly loaded with debris from the walls. They would be hard to move, but it wouldn’t be enough. The dwarves would assess their losses, rejig their plans, and then they would come again. And this time Jeridium had two breaches in its impregnable walls.

Leaving Shadrak scowling at the destruction, Nameless crossed to Colonel Farryl, who continued to observe the makeshift defenses while they spoke.

“They’re waiting for something,” Farryl said. “If it was me commanding the enemy, I’d have pressed on with an all-out assault now the walls are jeopardized.”

“Agreed,” Nameless said, “but waiting for what?”

“Captain!” Farryl called to a lanky man in a blood-spatted cuirass. He was clean-shaven and sharp-eyed, and Nameless almost didn’t recognize him.

“Is that Captain Brout?”—the weasel he’d dragged out of bed with a whore.

Farryl smiled and nodded with pride. “Captain, take charge here. We’re going up top.”

“Colonel!” Brout said. “Marshal.” He saluted, and Nameless returned the gesture before following Colonel Farryl up the steps to the battlements.

Nils glanced round at them then resumed looking out away from the city. His sorcerers—at least twenty of them—were all doing the same, along with the men of the First Company who had remained up top. A legionary stepped back from a crenel, gesturing for Colonel Farryl and Nameless to take a look.

Gitashan’s army was now drawn up in five staggered squares that reached from Hangman’s Hill to the farthest breach in the wall. Each square was packed with hundreds of carls and lords, shields locked, axes, swords, spears held ready.

But their backs were to the city.

Teams of dwarves were frantically working to turn the huge trebuchet around, as well as the mangonels they had used during the initial siege.

“There!” Colonel Farryl said, pointing at a smudge on the horizon.

Nameless squinted. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

“Try this, sir,” a legionary said, passing him a spyglass.

It took a moment for Nameless to bring the lens into focus, but when he did he took in a long breath through his nostrils then let it out in a hissing sigh.

Dwarves. Thousands of them in a long snaking line. Sunlight glinted from helms, spears, axes. Crimson cloaks whipped and snapped in the rising wind. On the left flank, a score of chariots were drawn up, each pulled by a pair of battle goats. Some kind of large beasts were arrayed in front of the warriors—at first Nameless thought they might be horses, but when he refocused, he saw they were black and scaled, and flames spewed from jaws thick with fangs. At the center of a line of dwarf lords, a pennant flew atop a tall pole—the golden axe standard of Arnoch.

No wonder Gitashan hadn’t pressed her advantage when the wall had been breached. The risks were too high when there was another enemy at her back.

Thyenna had arrived.

 

 




THIRTY-FIVE

Nyra couldn’t stop herself. As she and Caelin kicked for the bottom of the lake, as the icy waters leeched away her strength and her lungs began to burn, her mental streams thrashed about, snagging the essence of fish and reptiles, of even the most minuscule life forms that darted about them as they dove. She was beyond repaying them. Already she’d cut herself too much, her lacerated arms turning the water red. And though her stomach rebelled and her head felt ready to burst, she went on taking, as if she no longer had any choice. She’d come too far.

Caelin’s grip on her hand grew weak. The priestess was close to drowning. Nyra directed stolen essence to Caelin’s lungs, at the same time mentally reciting the cant that would give her breath. She did the same for herself as she flung out questing strands of consciousness to probe the waters.

And then she had it—a tangle of wrongness on the lake bed some fifty feet below them. She let go of Caelin’s hand and swam toward what she’d sensed, shrugging free of her pack and letting it sink to the bottom. She’d miss her mandola, but it was already ruined by the water.

As she dived deeper, there was nothing tangible she could see on the lake bed, only a cluster of rocks and the shells of some kind of snail. But she knew the faen warded the portals that connected the upper world to Aranuin, and she knew those wards would answer to one who possessed the key. But what key?

At the bottom, Caelin clung to a rock with one hand, still clutching Blightey’s grimoire in the other. The priestess hadn’t removed her own pack. The Book of the Way within must have been sodden, its ink an illegible smudge. Caelin’s eyes bulged from the desperate need to breathe. With scarcely a thought, Nyra once more filled the priestess’s lungs with air, but already her well was failing. Despite the constant theft of essence from the life of the lake, she was using too much just to keep them alive.

In a panic, she ran through the cants her father had taught her, voicing their words in her mind: cants for opening, for illumination, for dispelling wards. None of them worked, and with each use of essence she grew weaker.

Caelin shot her a frantic glance then angled a look upward. Should they return to the surface? How could they, with Otto Blightey up there, and both of them too weak to defend themselves?

Nyra shook her head and tried another cant, and still it didn’t work. Her vision grew blurry. Her lungs screamed for air. With her well empty, each new use of essence came directly from the life force that animated her. She’d been warned as a child what would happen to a sorcerer who used up the essence that defined them and gave them their being. At best she would become a shade, a specter like the scadu that now served Blightey. But more likely she would simply dissolve into the void.

And then she felt the prod of the grimoire in her mind, now that her defenses were down. Its touch sickened her, made her scalp itch and writhe. She felt its gloating presence within her, convincing her she was beaten, that the best she could hope for was to float to the surface a bloated corpse; that even death wouldn’t save her from the vengeance of the Lich Lord, who could raise her as he had Hekata N’Gat and torment her for an eternity.

On impulse, she snatched the grimoire from Caelin—its pages dry, untouched by the water that surrounded them. The book’s vileness flooded her, yet she held it out above the patch of wrongness on the bed of the lake. Dredging up essence from her organs, her veins, her marrow, she powered a cant of revealing and hurled it at the lake bed. With the force of her mind, she projected an image of the grimoire, and to make doubly sure her message was received and understood, she directed unspoken words to whatever lay beyond the portal: Faen of Aranuin, I bring you the grimoire of Otto Blightey.

Everything went black.

Nyra thought she was dead, a spirit drifting free of her drowned body. But then she vomited lake water, and her eyes snapped open onto craggy walls of ocras illuminated by the phosphorescent glow of the ore’s green veins.

Caelin gasped beside her and began to retch. They were both drenched, but they were on solid ground—also ocras—though it felt different somehow.

And then she realized. She might not have become an undead spirit, but she felt as light as one. There was so little pressure from her feet on the ground, they may as well have been made of smoke. Both she and Caelin seemed to have lost substance. Or if they hadn’t, the world they had entered was denser than either of them was used to, as if it were somehow more real and the world above was woven from the fabric of dreams—which of course it was, according to the stories: the dream stuff of the Daeg who slept at the heart of Aosia.

A tremor passed from Blightey’s grimoire through her hands. The book was frightened.

Caelin straightened up as she stopped retching. She looked around warily. “Is this Aranuin?”

There was no need for Nyra to answer. Where else could they be?

“What now?” Caelin asked.

Nyra looked up at the heights but saw no end to the ocras. The foot of the gorge terminated in a sheer wall behind them but meandered away in front, widening as it went. It didn’t seem they had much choice. She headed forward, and Caelin followed.

Even through her boots, Nyra’s feet hurt on the unforgiving ground. Not only did she feel light, insubstantial, but the rock she walked over was abnormally hard and abrasive. Even the pebbles she saw looked as if they would be too heavy to lift. The air felt thick and corrosive as she breathed it in, and the dust motes swirling in the green light of the ocras pricked her skin as she passed through them.

Caelin struggled along beside her, utterly depleted of essence and stepping gingerly over the harsh rock.

Time passed, but Nyra couldn’t say how much. She measured its passing in distance, and they had covered a lot of ground, the gorge ever widening until at last they came to an open space hemmed in by darkness at the limits of her sight.

Three silver lights winked on ahead of them, growing swiftly larger as they approached. And then Nyra could see them: three diminutive people who would have been small even to a dwarf, standing atop disks of glowing silver that sped through the air. Closer still and Nyra could see their grey skin, gnomic faces, and black pebbly eyes—enough to tell her these were faen.

One of them—a woman with scarlet hair braided tightly to her scalp—held a large box made of ocras. She wore a tunic of spun gold and thigh length boots of sky-blue. One of the male faen with her wore a dark coat and britches and shiny black shoes; his slicked-back hair had an oily sheen, and his beard was twisted into a glistening spike. The other was perfectly bald and wore a robe that shimmered with every color imaginable.

The silver disks came to a halt in front of Nyra and Caelin, then slowly descended to the ground. As one, the faen stepped off. Up close, they appeared as unnaturally dense as the surroundings. There was a stone-like quality to their grey skin: coarse and granulated. They radiated calm and confidence, as if they had nothing to fear from their visitors.

But Nyra knew the faen were capricious beings, born from the very stuff of deception. Their appearance could well be an illusion, their lack of concern a show to deter an enemy. Nevertheless, she couldn’t help being overawed. The faen were creatures of legend whose every contact with the world above had shifted the balance of power and altered fate in some way. Without the faen, there might never have been a Vanatusian Empire, and Sektis Gandaw would have been nothing more than a lunatic with ideas so big they split his skull.

The scarlet-haired woman opened the lid of her ocras box, black eyes now speckled with silver as she fixed them on the grimoire.

Nyra held out the book and the faen in the dark coat took it from her, setting it inside the box and closing the lid. The bald faen smiled—an enigmatic smile that may have been mocking.

Tension rolled off Caelin in palpable waves, and Nyra laid a hand on the priestess’s arm in case she was thinking of doing something foolish.

In a musical voice that carried its own harmony, the woman with the ocras box said, “You have done well to bring us the book.”

“Will you destroy it?” Caelin asked.

The faen ignored the priestess’s question and instead asked one of her own. “You have earned the right of passage. Where would you like to go?”

Nyra frowned in confusion. She had no idea. All she’d thought about was getting the grimoire to Aranuin. Her plans went no further than that.

“Where are you most needed?” the bald faen prompted, and it was Caelin who answered.

“Jeridium.”

“What?” Nyra said. “Why?”

“The Laird of Illius told me I’d be needed there, remember? And even if I’m not, there are things I must do.”

“Is this about the Way?”

The eyes of the three faen sparkled with amusement. Or perhaps Nyra was mistaken; it could have been spite or anger or even joy.

Caelin nodded. “I must speak with the Bishop.”

“To atone for who you are?” Nyra couldn’t keep the disdain from her voice.

Caelin ignored her. “Take us to Jeridium.”

The woman with the box asked Nyra, “Do you concur?”

Nyra’s heart skittered wildly within her ribcage. Her mother was alive and living in Jeridium, if her father was to be believed. With a glance at Caelin, she nodded.

“Very well,” the faen in the dark coat said, running his beady eyes over them before adding, “Just be warned: the atmosphere of Aranuin preserves you, but when you return to the world above you will feel the full extent of your… depletion. Further, time is meaningless here. Days may have gone by since you plunged into the waters of the lake, or no time at all.”

The woman with the ocras box containing the grimoire stepped back onto her silver disk and rose into the air. The disk swung in a wide arc before shooting off into the distance. The other two faen bowed and gestured off to the left, where the mouth of a tunnel hung suspended amid the blackness—a brickwork tunnel with damp marks climbing halfway up its curved walls. The stench of waste rolled out of the opening.

“A sewer?” Caelin said.

“Your destination lies above it,” the bald faen said, then without another word the two creatures stepped onto their silver disks and sped away.

“How is this possible?” Nyra breathed. Clymathra had managed to teleport them a distance of miles, but this… to make the underbelly of Jeridium present to them beneath Arx Gravis…

But maybe they weren’t beneath Arx Gravis. The faen in the dark coat had said time was meaningless in Aranuin, but the stories also said the underworld obeyed different rules of space. It was a nowhere place, a realm with its own laws, most of which defied reason.

“Come on,” she said, stepping toward the tunnel.

Caelin’s face was a war of emotions, as if she were still undecided whether she should confess her sins or commit more of them.

The moment Nyra entered the mouth of the sewer, her stomach clenched. She vomited, and when she’d finished she collapsed to the tunnel floor, face down in rank water and effluence.

The last thing she remembered was Caelin lifting her, then the ragged sound of the priestess’s breathing as she struggled on through the sewers with Nyra held against her chest.

 

 




THIRTY-SIX

Thyenna Ieldra, Queen of Arnoch, raised the Witch Queen’s scepter. A bestial roar went up from her dwarf lords and carls in response. Weapons bashed against shields as the ruby atop the scepter pulsated with the crimson glare of rage. Out in front of the army, the draca were growing hungry. The reptilian monsters prowled back and forth, barely under the control of their handlers.

Thyenna glanced back through the ranks, hoping to catch sight of horses and riders. Hekata N’Gat had guaranteed Darik Gan would come; the Witch Queen’s people in Illius had seen to it.

In front of the walls of Jeridium, Gitashan’s army had turned to face Thyenna’s. Queen Gitashan! Her sister had always been vainglorious, but to call herself a queen was the height of hubris. The dwarves could have only one ruler, and the seat of power was Arnoch, just as it had been in the days of old.

But Gitashan was worried now. Thyenna could see that by the way her army frantically turned away from the breached city walls and formed a staggered line of five squares, dwarves cowering behind locked shields. Thyenna had caught her sister in the middle of a last desperate attempt to take Jeridium. And she had to give Gitashan credit: she’d nearly managed it too. Would have done, if she’d had just a little more time.

The ruby atop the scepter flared, and Thyenna lowered it to peer into its depths. She flinched as the Witch Queen’s image began to take shape within the ruby, a mummified hag with grey hair and long, curling fingernails that resembled yellowish claws. Thyenna tasted bile even as her heart pounded and heat suffused her skin. So beautiful. Hekata N’Gat, her mistress. All that she desired.

You see her? the Witch Queen rasped within in her mind.

Thyenna squinted at the five phalanxes packed with dwarven warriors that formed the enemy lines. “I do not,” she replied, voice thick with longing.

I will guide your eyes.

Thyenna glanced at the mangonels turning to face her army, the giant trebuchet that had so recently breached the city walls. But then her gaze was drawn against her volition to the shield wall at the enemy’s center, and there in the front rank, magnified as if she viewed her through a spyglass, was Gitashan. Her sister was armored in her ocras breastplate and greaves, and she carried an ocras shield and her scimitar of the same precious ore. Impressive, if you were blind to the realities that defined Medryn-Tha; the realities the Witch Queen had revealed to Thyenna. Muscle and might were all very good in the traditional dwarven world, but Hekata N’Gat had shown Thyenna that sorcery was a friend to the dwarves. More than a friend: their salvation.

The Witch Queen enhanced Thyenna’s vision to the extent that she could see the lines etched into her sister’s face, the sunken pits that surrounded her crazed eyes.

Did I not tell you? Hekata N’Gat said. Gitashan is a creature of Blightey’s now, a demon, no longer the sister you knew and loved.

Loved was perhaps putting it a bit strongly, but Thyenna had to admit her sister had altered, and not in a good way.

You see what she has become? the Witch Queen said. Your sister must be slain. Her army destroyed. Then the Lich Lord will be isolated. Then we can both gain our revenge.

“But the riders from Illius—”

Already we have waited too long.

For an instant the image in the ruby turned to that of a dusky-skinned woman with silken black hair and eyes like frosted lakes, cool and blue and deep. Thyenna felt herself falling into them.

Then, as quick as it had come, the vision left her, and the woman in the ruby was once more moldering and wrapped head to toe in black-speckled bandages. Thoughts of slaughter filled Thyenna’s mind. Images of blood and gore and rending and crushing. She raised the scepter aloft once more, and its pulsing glare bathed her army in red.

The draca began to stomp and pace, their spiny tails whiplashing dangerously, fangs gnashing. They hissed their fury, picking up on Thyenna’s own with their uncanny sense for violence.

The carls and lords all around her were suddenly crazed baresarks, straining like dogs on the leash, hungry for the fight, keen for the slaughter. They looked frightful, and Thyenna knew she must have looked the same herself. The small part of her mind that recognized the fact grew afraid. Afraid for herself and what she had become. Afraid for the army of Arnoch that she led. Afraid for the fellow dwarves they were about to attack. But most of all afraid for her race as a whole, because she knew that, whichever side won this civil war between her and Gitashan, the dwarves could never hope to recover. She began to tremble with despair, but Hekata N’Gat must have realized. Thyenna felt the Witch Queen’s caress within her mind, easing away her fear, inflaming, inciting, stoking her rage and lust.

“Keep the draca in reserve,” Thyenna found herself saying, even now some minuscule part of her will resisting the Witch Queen’s control. If the draca breached the enemy’s shield walls, they would rip and rend and slaughter until there was no one left alive. Dwarves didn’t deserve to die like that.

“Forward!” she cried.

Weapons beating on shields, boots stomping in unison, the assembled might of Arnoch advanced.

And still Darik Gan and the riders of Illius had not come.

***

Gitashan Ieldra felt Otto Blightey shudder within her mind. The Lich Lord’s fear was infectious; it became her fear, and when she saw the draca at the head of Thyenna’s army she almost despaired. But then the draca’s handlers goaded them to the flanks, keeping them out of the first clash of shield walls.

At first she thought it was some cunning tactic of her sister’s, but then she realized it was the same thing she would have done. Thyenna was giving the dwarves of Arx Gravis a chance to fight and die with honor, not be ripped apart by savage beasts. And while a demonic glow bathed the enemy, and they howled like drunken baresarks, she allowed herself a rueful smile. She and her sister were so similar.

She looked into the crimson glow that bathed the enemy army advancing on her position. When she traced it to its source—some kind of stave or scepter held high, an iridescent gemstone blazing at its tip—she felt Blightey flinch in some intangible way. He was afraid of the scepter. He was terrified, even though he was far away in Arx Gravis.

Thyenna is your sister no longer, Blightey reminded her, anger or desperation giving strength to his voice. She is Hekata N’Gat’s now, no more than a demon. See! Look at her!

She gazed out at the closing army of Arnoch, shields overlapping, weapons banging against the willow boards; saw the wild eyes of the lords and carls through the red haze that engulfed them. And now they were closer, she could see that the hand holding the scepter was her sister’s.

Thyenna was robed in black. Atop her head was a tall crown studded with blood-colored stones. And she was so gaunt, her eyes sunken in black pits, her face… beardless! By Witandos, Thyenna no longer even resembled a dwarf. Blightey was right: her sister was lost.

She barked an order that was relayed through the ranks—a general advance, the five shield walls maintaining their staggered formation, hers at the tip of a wedge that would drive through the center of Thyenna’s line.

“Mangonels,” she yelled, “fire!”

The order was echoed by lord after lord until it reached the ears of the crews manning the catapults. Gitashan glanced behind to see that the giant trebuchet was primed and loaded, not with a huge boulder this time, but dozens of smaller rocks—each still big enough to smash through armor and break bones.

There was a succession of dull thuds as mallets struck release pins, then the spring and snap of wooden arms, and a hail of deadly missiles arced overhead. Rock and rubble and chunks of wood crashed down on the enemy, mostly missing, but here and there dwarves fell. For a moment there was disarray in Thyenna’s ranks.

Even as she began to jog forward with the shield wall’s momentum, Gitashan knew it would work. Her only doubt now concerned the draca.

And then the enemy were so close Gitashan could see the frenzy in their eyes, the spittle spraying from curled-back lips.

Shield struck shield with bone-jolting impact. Axes fell, snagging rims, smashing through wood. Swords thrust. A spear came at her face, but she slipped aside and cut down the carl wielding it. The back ranks heaved, propelling her forward. The press of bodies was stifling. Too close now to swing her scimitar, she shoved her shield boss into a snarling face, smashing the carl’s nose.

Like a wave breaking against unmovable rock, Thyenna’s line rolled around Gitashan’s flanks, only to crash into the next of the staggered phalanxes. The clangor of steel on steel, the clack and crash of wooden shields. Blood sprayed over her, though she couldn’t see whose. A spear thrust for her shins, glanced off her greaves. She ripped the rim of her shield up and connected with a bearded chin.

All was a chaos of shouting and screaming, of clashing steel and wood. Her nostrils filled with shit and piss and blood. Her shield arm was numb from too many impacts.

And then she was through, her front ranks bursting past Thyenna’s center until she could see her sister ahead of her flanked by housecarls, waving the ruby scepter like an evil puppetmaster. Briefly, their eyes met, and she saw just how lost Thyenna was.

Kill her! Blightey screamed inside her head. Do it! Do it! Do it!

Around Gitashan, her housecarls cut into the broken ranks of Thyenna’s army. She glanced back to see her phalanxes hammering into the enemy trying to outflank them.

“Keep going!” she commanded, and the front two ranks came with her as she advanced on her sister’s position.

Thyenna swept the ruby scepter out to aim at her, and on instinct Gitashan raised her ocras shield. She could hear the draca hissing and stomping, straining to be unleashed. Thyenna must have heard too, for she glanced toward the noise, then back at Gitashan, considering.

And then she was spared the decision.

Riders on horses came galloping out of the forest to the north. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Armored humans with spears, streaming over the flats in a wide arc toward Gitashan’s right flank, the stag’s head of Illius emblazoned on their shields.

Thyenna grinned and shrugged, and her housecarls closed up in front of her.

Gitashan cursed. She should have foreseen this. Thyenna didn’t need sorcery, didn’t need the draca. She was going to end this battle between dwarves, and end it with honor.

But the Illians didn’t smash into Gitashan’s right flank. Instead, they gave it a wide berth and rode on towards the city. It made no sense. It was madness for riders to attack the breached walls; they would lose the momentum of their charge. The legions within would cut them down mercilessly, as they had her own goat-riders.

To her amazement, the Illians didn’t attack either breach. They assembled in front of the barbican gates, a mass of horses and riders—perhaps as many as three hundred—and looked up at the battlements. She could hear a rider shouting something, but couldn’t make out what it was.

So, the Illians were traitors to Thyenna. Now it was Gitashan’s turn to smile, but it was a smile that quickly fell off her face when she saw the draca unleashed and being driven towards her dwarves.

“Lock shields!” she cried.

But in that instant something snapped within her mind. She collapsed onto one knee, heartbeat ragged and skipping. She gasped and shuddered. And then she felt it, like a rush of cold winter air, or the thrill of plunging into an icy lake.

She was free.

Otto Blightey had left her.

Something had broken the Lich Lord’s hold over her. She stood, wanting to call to her sister in elation, “I’m free, Thyenna! I’m free!”

But Thyenna was not.

The Queen of Arnoch stepped between her housecarls, ruby scepter blazing, and Gitashan couldn’t avert her eyes.

She looked.

She gazed deeply.

And she, too, was lost.

With a triumphant smirk, Thyenna waved the scepter, halting the charge of the draca and bathing Gitashan’s army with the same crimson haze as her own. The clash of arms, the screaming of warriors ceased. Dwarves of both sides turned to glare with rage and hunger at the walls of Jeridium.

Thyenna approached her, until Gitashan could feel the thrum of the scepter she held. Thyenna grasped her hand, and Gitashan was afraid no longer. She knew her sister once more. They were siblings. Exalted. Together they would crush the humans and drive them from Medryn-Tha. Together they would cleanse Arx Gravis of the stench of Otto Blightey.

“Sister,” Thyenna said, stroking her cheek, then holding the scepter in front of Gitashan’s face. “Look into the ruby. Dispel the lies you have listened to and welcome the benevolence of Hekata N’Gat.”

***

As the shield walls of Arnoch and Arx Gravis clashed, the resounding din reached Nameless atop the battlements and found its echo in his heart. He leaned out from the parapet, following the push and shove, the cut and thrust, the screams and the spray of blood, and he grieved.

But it all changed the moment the Illian cavalry arrived. Thyenna thought she had it won then, but she’d been wrong. The horsemen skirted the fighting and rode hard for Jeridium, and while their leader shouted up at the battlements, claiming to have come to the city’s aid, something happened to the warring dwarven armies.

The blood-hue that emanated from Thyenna’s scepter expanded to encompass Gitashan’s army. The sisters clasped hands. The combined might of the dwarves of Arnoch and Arx Gravis, arrayed against Jeridium’s legions, and the walls already breached. Illian cavalry or no, it was now only a matter of time. Jeridium was doomed. Because with the dwarves united, they could win this war any way they liked.

Nameless was dimly aware of Colonel Farryl cursing beside him.

[It’s not over,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said. [We’ve faced greater odds before and found a way to win.]

“Aye, lassie, we have,” Nameless said, though he couldn’t disguise the resignation in his voice. Farryl frowned at him as if he were mad speaking to an axe, but Nameless was beyond caring. Maybe he was mad to have come here in the first place, to think that he could make a difference.

“Marshal,” Farryl said.

Nameless craned his neck and blinked his eyes into focus.

“They require an answer.” The Colonel indicated the riders outside the wall. “Darik Gan, Laird of Illius, requires an answer. Do we let them in?”

Nameless glared down at the riders. “Which one is he?”

“There,” Farryl said, pointing out a frail-looking man with thinning black hair, his helm tucked under one arm. He was stooped in the saddle of a horse that looked too big for him.

“That’s their leader?”

“A great man, so they say. A great warrior.”

Nameless sniffed. “People say a lot of things that aren’t true, especially you humans. So, Colonel, what do you say? Can we trust them?”

Farryl wrinkled his nose at that. “Illius has long been a thorn in the Senate’s side. Why would they ride to our aid now?”

“Let’s ask him,” Nameless said, leaning out over the battlements. “Darik… What’s his name again?”

“Gan, Marshal. Darik Gan.”

“Darik Gan,” Nameless called down. “Colonel Farryl here and I were just wondering why we should open our gates to you. He tells me you and the Senate aren’t exactly friends.”

“And he’s right,” the Laird called back. “But what’s happening here is larger than any feud I might have with those prevaricating fools. And besides, they trusted you, dwarf, though I have to wonder if it was worth it. You’re—what?—two hundred, two hundred and fifty years old?”

“Ah, laddie, you’re too kind,” Nameless said. “Add another century and you’ll be close.”

“Past your best, either way,” Darik Gan said.

“Maybe, but at least I’m not a hunched-over midget playing dress-up in his father’s chainmail.”

A few nervous laughs sounded from the riders around the Laird, and Darik Gan shook his head, smiling with amusement. “I like you already, Nameless Dwarf. Always did appreciate a man who spoke his mind.”

Nameless’s eyes were drawn to the massed ranks of the joined dwarven armies a few hundred yards behind Darik Gan and his riders. In among them, the ruby scepter grew steadily brighter, till its radiance lit the sky. Jags of scarlet lightning discharged from it, and the reptilian draca loped away from their handlers, blunted snouts sniffing the air and turning in the direction of the riders beneath the wall.

Darik Gan saw it too, and this time his shout was more urgent. “You must let us in! Surely Caelin the Cleaver is with you? I told her she should come to Jeridium.”

Nameless glanced at Colonel Farryl. “The woman who never lost a fight in the circles?”

“Never lost a battle, either,” Farryl said.

“She’s here and you didn’t tell me? If ever we could use a woman like that…”

“If she is, then it’s news to me,” Farryl said.

“Hurry, please!” the Laird cried.

The draca packed together and prowled toward the Illian riders, slow and predatory at first, then gathering speed as they scented the fear of their prey, churning up clods of earth with their taloned feet, black smoke seeping from fanged maws. And behind them, the clash of weapons on shields as the combined might of Arnoch and Arx Gravis goaded them on.

“Open the gates!” Nameless yelled. “Archers, fire at will. Cover those riders!”

A volley of arrows flashed toward the draca, bouncing harmlessly off their thickly scaled skin. But it was enough to make the beasts break off their charge and hiss up at the battlements.

The gates inched open, and the riders from Illius began to take their mounts through to the street beyond. Sensing their prey about to escape, the draca surged forward again, and again they were met with a hail of arrows. This time the springald joined the assault, launching a six foot javelin that took a draca in the thorax and exited through its spiny back. The monster fell thrashing and flailing, its spiked tail scoring furrows in the earth. Smoke billowed from the dying creature’s maw, and its exposed belly glowed molten with its own inner heat for a moment before the draca erupted into flames that melted its flesh and reduced the beast to ashes. The pack faltered, the air filled with the stench of roasted meat. And then the last of the Illians was inside the city and the gates were shut and barred.

Nameless could see the draca’s handlers racing forward to call their beasts back, and behind them the combined dwarven armies setting down their shields as if they were done fighting for the day.

But the draca didn’t heed the handlers’ calls for their return. The beasts had other ideas. They threw themselves against the barbican gates, gouging the wood with their claws, scorching it with their flaming breath. When the gates didn’t give, the draca broke off, swarming towards one of the breaches in the curtain wall. They smashed apart the carts that barricaded it, spilling rocky ballast to the road.

“The hospital!” Nameless cried, running for the steps that led down to the street, behind him Colonel Farryl bellowing orders for men to follow.

But they were already too late.

The screams had begun.

 

 




THIRTY-SEVEN

Amela Sahtis laughed like she hadn’t laughed since the first time she met her husband Sukhen. Grouchy old Teg in the bed next to hers muttered something under her breath and rolled onto her side, pulling a pillow over her head. The din of battle from outside had stopped, though there still came the odd barked command. All along the ward, shutters had been thrown open to let in the early morning rays. Even the astringent smell of Serenity Hospital, the underlying odor of urine and feces and vomit, seemed somehow homey and fragrant.

“What is so funny?” Rah-Vos Dar asked from the chair beside her bed.

“You are,” Amela said, her renewed laughter coming to an abrupt end with a coughing fit.

The Zawalian passed her a white linen cloth from the nightstand and she covered her mouth with it. Her body was racked with agonizing pain, which seemed to come from her chest but radiated to the extremes of her fingers and toes and washed through the inside of her skull like acid.

“Are you all right?” Rah-Vos Dar asked.

Amela nodded and cleared her throat. She tasted metallic blood, and when she took the cloth away from her mouth it was speckled with crimson.

The Matron—a Wayist priestess by the name of Sister Vail—poked her head in through the ward’s dividing curtain, glared her disapproval at the noise, then ducked back out of sight again.

“She doesn’t like you spending so much time with me.” Amela gave her best impression of a sultry pout. She knew it must have looked grotesque, given how wasted she was.

“So,” the Zawalian said, “why am I so funny?”

“You just are,” Amela said. “Funny in a good way. Just look at that big thing you carry with you to work.” She indicated his studded club, which lay within easy reach of his chair. “And your story about your wife… should I not have laughed?”

A sadness crept behind Rah-Vos Dar’s eyes, and Amela worried that she’d offended him. She placed her hand atop his withered one.

“As I told you, she cuckolded me,” Rah-Vos Dar said. “Which is no small matter among Zawalians. A man who cannot keep his wife is a source of ridicule. It is why they made me leave. I brought bad luck upon my people, they said. Made them look weak.”

Amela shook her head. Now it was her turn to grow melancholy. She knew all too well what it was like to be forced out of the place she lived with her husband and daughter, and like Rah-Vos Dar she’d had no choice.

Clymathra Sahtis—her mother-in-law—had wanted her dead. More than that, the old hag had wanted to eat her as punishment for defiling her precious son. But Sukhen, despite his flaws, despite his weakness when it came to his mother, was a good man—at least as far as a Slathian could ever be said to be good. For whatever strange reason, the Way had drawn the two of them together and filled them with such passion for each other, such love, that the resulting conflict with his people had almost killed Sukhen, and it would have killed Amela, had her husband not used his considerable sorcerous ability to have her moved from Xanthus undetected and relocated to Jeridium. They’d not seen each other since, although Sukhen always arranged for the humans he took as apprentices to bring her money and supplies. Still she missed him, even after all these years. And still she missed their daughter, Nyra, who would have been all grown up by now.

Rah-Vos Dar lay his good hand atop hers. “This is why I do not like to linger on sad memories. Sadness is contagious. It spoils a beautiful morning.”

Amela smiled, and though there were tears brimming at the corners of her eyes, old regrets, old grief lifted from her like mist dissipating in the warmth of the rising suns. “But it was funny that your wife and her lover contracted the same skin disease, which resulted in them both being banished too. The Way—or whatever gods you Zawalians worship—always gives a cheater their comeuppance.”

“We worship the great god Ush-Gog—or at least we did once. Ush-Gog, I fear, has also been cuckolded, abandoned for other gods.”

“The Way?”

“Some of my people have turned to the Way, but most have made themselves images out of wood and clay to bow down before. We Zawalians are a superstitious people. There was a time when we worshipped the trees, the mountains, the streams, but then some wise woman discovered Ush-Gog in among the stars of the sky, and we took him as our god for many hundreds of years. These days, Ush-Gog is a good god to curse by, but little else.”

“You think he might have been the god to curse your wife and her lover, though?”

“I do not.”

“Oh?”

The Zawalian raised his eyebrows, a hint of mischief on his broad, crimson face. “The gods are not the only ones to punish wrongdoing. I have not always been the virtuous man you see before you. And I am well versed in the uses of all manner of herbs and fungi.”

“Oh…”

Amela had watched from her bed as Rah-Vos Dar used his healing lore to tend the patients in her ward throughout the night. He’d brought with him powders and potions, which he claimed to have concocted in the kitchens of the Academy, where he was staying. The Matron had complained about the stench, but Rah-Vos Dar’s potions had brought quick relief to those with arthritic pains, digestive problems, and undue worry.

Rah-Vos Dar stifled a yawn and released her hand so he could sit back in his chair.

“You must be exhausted,” Amela said.

“I am.”

“Will you return to the Academy soon, so you can sleep?” She hoped he would stay a little longer.

Rah-Vos Dar fixed her with a serious look. “Time is something we cannot take back, Amela Sahtis.”

He’d tried his potions on her, but besides alleviating some of her pain, they hadn’t worked. Her cancer was beyond his best abilities to heal.

She swallowed a lump in her throat, and the tears started to flow freely. Rah-Vos Dar dabbed at them with a huge finger. Amela knew she should feel guilty, but something about the Zawalian kept overwhelming her with happiness, and she knew he felt the same way. She’d once loved Sukhen deeply, but Clymathra had made it impossible for them to be happy together.

“If only we had met… before…” she started, but Rah-Vos Dar pressed his finger to her lips.

“We met when we were supposed to.”

She closed her eyes and nodded; opened them again at the sound of shouting from outside, bangs and crashes, the splintering of wood, the cascade of rubble.

“What—?” she started, but Rah-Vos Dar raised his hand as he stood to listen.

More shouts, from within the hospital this time. Cries, shrill and frantic. Stomping, building to a stampede. Hisses and roars.

Rah-Vos Dar reached for his club and moved toward the curtain covering the entrance. The tramp of feet, panicked cries. The Matron burst through the curtain. She bent double, trying to catch her breath, gesturing behind her.

“Things… coming… sweet Way, save us!”

Rah-Vos Dar pulled back the curtain to admit the flood of priests behind the Matron. The Zawalian must have seen something beyond them, for he brandished his club and yelled, “Everyone in. Now!” To the Matron he said, “Get the patients out. Carry them if you have to. Through the back door to the courtyard.”

Priests scrabbled to obey, dragging patients from their beds, supporting them under the arms or slinging them over their shoulders. A woman and a man came to Amela’s bed, but she waved them away. “Them first,” she said, indicating the other patients. “I’m already half dead.”

“Bless you, dear,” Teg said as the man and woman helped her instead. It was the only civil thing the old woman had said since Amela had been at the hospital.

“Quickly!” Rah-Vos Dar bellowed.

A man screamed from beyond the curtain. Rapid footsteps, suddenly cut off by a rending and ripping noise, a strangled scream. Blood sprayed through the entrance, spattering Rah-Vos Dar’s face. Black smoke engulfed him. The curtain caught fire. Rah-Vos Dar stepped back, shirt smoldering. Fangs came at him through the opening—a huge scaled head, fire and smoke spewing from its jaws. The Zawalian swung his club with such force, he slammed the creature into the jamb where a door should have been. Its spiny tail lashed out, but Rah-Vos Dar pivoted and powered his club into the thing’s spine. Bone cracked, the reptilian head screeched, and then Rah-Vos Dar hit it again and it stilled.

“There are more!” the Zawalian shouted over his shoulder as he resumed his place in the entranceway.

“How many?” Amela asked, already on the edge of her bed, feet touching the floor.

Another beast sprang through the opening, and the Zawalian smashed his club into its jaws. Flames scalded his fingers, licked up the haft of his club. He retreated a step and brought the club down again and again until the beast stopped moving. But another came, this time darting in low. Fangs sank into Rah-Vos Dar’s shin, and he cried out as flames scorched his britches. He beat at the thing repeatedly until it let go of his leg, then he kicked it hard in the throat. Its tail whipped round, striking Rah-Vos Dar on the shoulder. He reeled and fell back, but regained his balance as the creature leapt, stepping in to pulverize its head with a devastating blow from his club.

Amela glanced toward the rear door of the ward, seeing the last of the patients being carried out to the courtyard. The Matron stepped back through the doorway, gesturing to her.

“Just go,” Amela cried. “Leave me.”

The stench of sulfur and a burst of flame drew her attention back to the fight. Rah-Vos Dar threw up his arm to shield his face from the lizard-thing’s breath. Dagger-like teeth drove into his mangled hand. Bone crunched, blood sprayed. And still Rah-Vos Dar swung his club, shattering the creature’s neck. Another pounced at him. This time, Rah-Vos Dar’s strike was weaker, and the beast countered by razing its talons across the Zawalian’s belly. Rah-Vos Dar staggered back, blood spilling to the floor. The creature attacked again, but slipped in the gore, and Rah-Vos Dar’s club crushed its skull.

Amela’s lips worked fast in prayer. She was rewarded with the sound of the rear door slamming shut, sealing her fate and Rah-Vos Dar’s. There was no retreat now, nowhere left to run.

She rose on unsteady feet, bile rising in her throat. If only she’d been stronger. If only she’d not been so ill.

Rah-Vos Dar glanced back at her, a harrowed look on his face. She reached a hand toward him, and he half-smiled before turning back to the doorway just in time to meet the pounce of a beast with his club. But another was already coming through, then another, which tried to scrabble past him to get at Amela. Dropping his club, Rah-Vos Dar wrapped his good arm around its neck and held it close, hammering uselessly at another with the bloody ruin of his maimed hand, kicking at the third. And still more came, piling atop the Zawalian until he fell to his knees, roaring defiance.

Amela screamed, grief and terror overwhelming her weakness, giving her the strength to run to Rah-Vos Dar. Jaws gnashed at her, but the Zawalian somehow still held them back. Smoke plumed from his burning clothes. Blood pooled beneath him. The sound of ripping and rending, the crunch of bone.

And then, through the curtained opening, Amela saw the glitter and flash of blades cutting into the beasts, the plumed helms of legionaries, and in among them a tiny man in an ever-shifting cloak, stabbing and slicing with two daggers. With him were an ancient Academy sorcerer and an old dwarf with a golden axe that seemed to sing as he fought. The beasts atop Rah-Vos Dar shrieked and thrashed as blades sliced into them, and in moments they were dead.

The dwarf stepped into the ward. He wore no armor, just a threadbare black coat, ripped through in places, blood showing beneath. He let go his axe and it hung there in midair as he pulled the beasts away from Rah-Vos Dar. Then he dropped to his knees, cradling the Zawalian’s head, tears streaming down his face.

Amela knew at once this was the Nameless Dwarf, the legendary hero, the former king, the friend Rah-Vos Dar had told her so much about.

She knelt beside the dwarf, fingers lightly caressing Rah-Vos Dar’s cheek.

Behind the Nameless Dwarf, the little man with the daggers and the sorcerer stood with heads bowed, and beyond them legionaries tended to their fallen comrades.

An officer approached the Nameless Dwarf, awkward in the face of the old man’s grief. “We got the breach sealed,” he muttered into his mustache. “The dwarves made no move to take advantage. Looks like they’re setting up for another siege.”

The Nameless Dwarf nodded that he’d heard, rocking gently as he wept.

Amela withdrew her hand from Rah-Vos Dar’s face, clenching it into a fist and thumping the Zawalian in the chest over and over.

“You were supposed to watch me die,” she sobbed. “You were supposed to watch me die.”

 

 




THIRTY-EIGHT

Caelin the Wayist might have wandered the sewers for an eternity. Probably, she’d have collapsed by now from the effort of carrying Nyra. But the Cleaver, the sluagh, had no such weaknesses. Her senses guided her unerringly through the maze of stinking tunnels until she came to a vertical shaft with an iron ladder riveted to the wall. With agility unthinkable to a mere priestess, she climbed to the top with Nyra draped over her shoulder. Above her head was a circular metal cover set into the ceiling. At her first shove, it barely moved. She cursed and tried again, and this time it flew open and clanged as it hit the ground. She squinted against the daylight that spilled down the shaft, breathed deeply of the fresh air, and then climbed the rest of the way to the surface.

She knew at once where she was: Jeridium’s Abenor District, where she’d spent much of her novitiate. Abenor was where the well-to-do workers and affluent merchants made their homes, as evidenced by the multi-story buildings of cut stone, the arching jetties that spanned the streets, the flower gardens in full bloom, and the fountains of crystal clear water that sprang up at almost every intersection. It was also where the Wayists had chosen to build their sole cathedral in Medryn-Tha, a looming edifice of grey stone that had been shipped in from Melch’Anun, no doubt at considerable expense.

***

There were a couple of white-robed Wayists outside the cathedral, peering across the city toward the distant north wall, where there seemed to be some kind of commotion. The dark specks of legionaries rushed between the merlons, amid shouts and screams carried by the wind.

The Wayists frowned at Caelin as she approached.

“Is it an attack?” she asked, setting Nyra down gently on the ground.

“The Way will preserve us,” the elder of the two said—a stocky priestess with a pockmarked face.

The priest with her wrinkled his nose at Nyra’s prone body. “Who’s this?” He stooped so he could squint at her pointed ears. “Or rather, what?”

“A friend,” Caelin said. “She needs healing.”

“Huh,” the man said. “The healers all work out of Serenity Hospital these days.” He nodded to the north. “Let’s just hope they’re not caught up in whatever’s happening over there.”

“Serenity?” Caelin said. “I used to work—”

“And they don’t heal heathens,” the priestess said. “What is it, a Slathian?”

A sonorous voice drifted out of the cathedral, the words muffled.

“We should be getting back inside,” the priestess said. “The Bishop’s homily…”

“Bishop Aldrich?” Caelin asked.

“You know him?”

“He ordained me.”

The man stopped on the threshold of the cathedral. “He what?”

“You’re a priestess?” the woman said, looking Caelin up and down. “Yet you carry a sword….”

“Stay here with my friend,” Caelin said, then to the man, “You, hail a carriage.” She fished about in her pocket and produced a silver shekel, which she flicked to the priest. She wasn’t surprised when the man’s face lit up. It was a mystery she’d never understood, how most priests would do anything for money. “That should cover your expenses. Take her to the hospital and make sure the healers tend to her. Tell her I’ll be there as soon as I’ve finished here.”

***

Caelin entered the cathedral’s narthex and made her way to the back of the pews. In front of the seating was a vast expanse of marble floor upon which was a mosaic in blue tile that formed a labyrinth. The Bishop’s homily had ended, and the penitents in the pews stood and walked the labyrinth. When they reached the Bishop standing at its center they were anointed on the head with the oil of cleansing, before making a beeline for the open side door and out of the cathedral.

The idea was that the meandering chaos of life was set straight by the Way; that each penitent left the cathedral with a newfound clarity and purpose, which would eventually become permanent—if only they continued to come to the services. If only they paid their tithes. Caelin had come daily for the first two years she’d been a Wayist, then weekly, then not at all in the year she’d been at Malfen.

She sat on a pew to recollect herself while the line of penitents went down. Removing her backpack, she checked through the contents: dried rations, firesticks, scraps of parchment upon which she’d written prayers—all ruined from the water of the lake. She took out her Book of the Way and opened it, the pages damp and stuck together. The ink had run, making the contents illegible. The book had been copied by hand by elderly priests, a task that had taken many months. Part of her said not to worry about it, that Caelin the Cleaver didn’t need the scriptures; but an insistent voice at the back of her mind vowed to obtain a new copy as soon as she could, even if she had to pay for it herself. Even if she had to fight in the circles to raise the money. She returned the book to her pack, which she left on the pew as she stood and approached the back of the line filtering through the labyrinth.

“No weapons in the cathedral,” an elderly priest said, hobbling toward her with surprising speed. The man was red-faced and almost spitting with rage.

Caelin recognized him—Brother Raglan, a cantankerous priest who’d been the bane of her novitiate.

“Oh, it’s you,” Raglan said. “And where is your robe?”

“I’m here to atone, not to minister,” Caelin said, pushing past him.

“A priestess must always minister!” Raglan called behind her. “Once a priestess…”

Caelin took her place in the line of penitents walking the labyrinth.

When it finally came her turn, she walked slowly, prayerfully, asking the Way to shine its light on her wrongdoings, asking for forgiveness for what she had done, what she was. Still she entertained the idea that the Way had willed for her to rescue Nyra, to embrace her sluagh nature in the service of some higher purpose, but she had to be sure. What she wanted more than anything was an end to the confusion. But then she recalled why she had asked the faen of Aranuin to bring her here to Jeridium. In part it had been to seek guidance and atonement, but in part it had been a desire to honor Darik Gan’s request that she present herself at Jeridium. Darik had been desperate, almost petrified. Now that she was here, though, what could she do? What did Darik even want her to do?

And then she was before Bishop Aldrich, and the Bishop’s eyes widened with recognition. Caelin dipped her head, already uttering the formula of repentance, but Aldrich stopped her with a hand on the shoulder.

“You come into the house of the Way bearing a sword and without your priestly garments, Sister? Tell me, and be honest, have you returned to your old life? Have you killed?”

“I have, Excellency.”

The Bishop drew in a long breath and let it out as a sigh. White-robed Wayists were closing in around the edges of the labyrinth, listening. Several of them gave startled looks as they recognized Caelin. Several more shook their heads and rolled their eyes.

“I suspected something like this would happen,” Aldrich said. “Brother Forgil vouched for you, but I warned him he was mistaken. There will need to be a hearing, you understand. You must answer to a full tribunal.”

“As you say, Excellency.”

Waving the vial of cleansing oil before Caelin, the Bishop said, “A little premature for forgiveness, don’t you think? Wait until after the tribunal.”

“Excellency.”

Head still bowed, Caelin retraced her winding path through the labyrinth—she was unforgiven, so not permitted to take the straight route through the side door. She glanced at her pack on the pew and left it there, exiting the cathedral the same way she’d come in. Outside, she lingered on the threshold, reeling, not knowing what to do. Nyra was gone, so the priest must have taken her to Serenity Hospital. At least something had been accomplished by coming here. She should go to her.

She’d barely taken a step away from the cathedral when Bishop Aldrich’s voice came hollering after her, and when Caelin turned, the Bishop took her under the arm and led her away to a secluded part of the cathedral gardens.

“Forgive my little show back there. Listening ears, watching eyes. So easy to give the wrong impression. And yes, we will need to proceed with the tribunal, but for now there are more pressing matters. I’m glad you’ve returned, Sister Caelin. We have prayed ceaselessly for our deliverance from these accursed dwarves, and now the Way has answered our prayers.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Look,” Aldrich said, lowering his voice. “We all know where you came from, Caelin, who you were. You made no secret about your past, and Brother Forgil was convinced it was all over and done with, that the Cleaver was no more. I was skeptical—still am—and the way you’re dressed shows me I’m right to be. But the Way never does anything without a reason. If our god sent you to us to become a priestess, he knew what he was doing—or she.” He gave a nervous laugh. “Jeridium is in peril, and that means the Church of the Way is in peril.”

Caelin tried to suppress the thought that it wasn’t the Church that was imperiled so much as the riches it had amassed in Jeridium.

“You are of course aware that, in addition to my leadership of the Church in Jeridium, I also sit on the Senate. Well, a faction of my esteemed colleagues have made some unpopular decisions of late, not least of which is entrusting the defense of our city to a dwarf. A dwarf of all people!”

“The Nameless Dwarf,” Caelin said. “I heard.”

“Isn’t it insane? Talk about the enemy within.”

“You doubt his loyalty?”

“I’d sooner not rely on it. Nor would some of my colleagues on the Senate. Now, I would like to introduce you to a representative of the Select Committee for War. He and I are old friends—we share a love of good wine.”

***

They rode by carriage to the Senate Building, where the Bishop led Caelin to an office and went in first. After a few minutes, Aldrich opened the door a crack and ushered Caelin inside.

The Senator sat behind a leather-topped desk, his toga covered with crumbs from the bread and cheese he’d been eating, in his hand a full glass of ruby wine. Bruises covered half his face, radiating out from a broken nose that had been hastily reset.

Caelin recognized him at once: General Crannock, who’d been in charge of Jeridium’s legions when the Cleaver was commissioned to train them. Crannock had been a drunken sot back then, but a hard-working one, and he’d enjoyed the respect of the troops under him. He and Caelin had not always seen eye to eye, but Caelin had achieved results and Crannock always ensured she was paid fairly. But Crannock was a senator now. That must have been interesting.

And then Caelin noticed the third man in the room, standing by the open window, blowing pipe smoke out into the street, a half-empty wine glass in one hand.

Grigor Mollos.

The old man looked haggard, his clothes threadbare and caked in mud.

“Sister Caelin.” Mollos looked her up and down. “I’m glad to see you’ve dispensed with the charade and returned to your true colors.”

Bishop Aldrich sniffed at the remark.

“You two know each other?” Crannock said, taking a slurp of wine.

“From Malfen,” Mollos said smugly. “Caelin was a priestess then. I don’t recall hearing the Bishop mention that just now, but I could have been distracted. But like you, Senator, I remember her as Caelin the Cleaver, trainer of armies.”

“Indeed,” Crannock said. “And a damned fine job you did of it, Cleaver. Please, have a seat. You too, Bishop.”

“Oh, I shan’t be staying,” Aldrich said. “Things to do.”

“Glass of wine before you go?”

The Bishop looked tempted, but after a moment’s hesitation said, “Thank you, but no. Really shouldn’t dally.”

The door had barely closed behind the Bishop when Mollos drained his wine glass and said, “I too should be off. Thank you for your time, Senator. This little meeting has been quite helpful.”

Crannock grunted and slugged back his wine.

“Did the rest of the refugees make it?” Caelin asked Mollos.

“Of course they made it. And with the gracious help of the Senate they are being accommodated. We were attacked in the Sour Marsh. Lost a wagon and a fair few people. The experience was, shall we say, quite harrowing.”

“I can imagine,” Caelin said, recalling the swamp creatures that had attacked her and Nyra. “And you encountered no dwarven scouts on your way here?”

“A few,” Mollos said. “But they were reasonable folk. Everyone can be bartered with, if only you know what they desire, isn’t that right, Senator?”

Crannock began an impatient drumming of his fingers on the desktop, a gesture that brought a thin smile to Mollos’s lips.

“Senator Crannock and I go back a long way,” Mollos said. “When he was a General and I was less than the upright pillar of society that I am today. Good times, eh, Senator? And we are neither of us any the worse for it.”

“Good day, Mollos,” Crannock said, and there was anger in his eyes now.

“Caelin,” Mollos said with a mock bow as he crossed to the door. “I’ll be in touch, Senator.” He shut the door behind him.

Crannock shook his head wearily then topped up his wine glass. “Do you?” he asked, pointing at a spare glass on the desk. “Bloody memory’s so patchy, can’t recall if you drink or not.”

Caelin thought about refusing, then decided it might do her good. “Just a small one, Senator.”

Crannock filled a glass to the brim and passed it to her, spilling a few drops on the desk leather.

“Bishop Aldrich knew I would be the man to bring you to,” Crannock said. “Nothing against the Nameless Dwarf—he’s a hell of a fighter, even at his age, but a dwarf leading the defense against an army of dwarves! No, not just an army: two of them.”

“Two?”

“Thyenna and Gitashan were set to fight, then something happened and they made up. Some kind of sorcery.” Crannock held his wine glass up to the light. “A ruby glow that did something to the army of Arx Gravis and their so-called Queen. Now, the Bishop says you’ve accepted the post of Marshal.” Aldrich had given Caelin little choice. On the carriage ride to the Senate Building, he’d commanded her, in the name of the Way. “The only thing that remains is for us to convince the rest of the Senate. Leave that to me. Oh, they’ll want to vote on it, but we will prevail. The Nameless Dwarf has already slipped up once, and no one in their right mind would pick him over the Cleaver, a woman who never lost a battle.”

“And what will happen to the Nameless Dwarf?”

“Depends on how he reacts,” Crannock said, waving for Caelin to try her wine.

It was full-bodied and smooth, with a hint of berries.

“From my own vineyard,” Crannock said. “Which I bought with my retirement pay from the legions.”

Caelin took another sip and gave an appreciative grunt.

Crannock stood abruptly and moved to the door. “I’m going to send word to First Senator Drisa Malkin, tell her you’re offering your services and that we need a full session of the Senate to decide the issue. Help yourself to more wine, bread, cheese. I shall only be a few minutes and then we should put our heads together and talk strategy. Good to have you with us, Cleaver. Bloody good.”

***

The Senate Chamber was packed when Caelin arrived with Crannock. The hubbub of voices stilled immediately, all eyes on her. Crannock had apparently called in several favors, and even now as they descended the aisle between the tiered benches he stopped to whisper into senators’ ears, ensuring he had their support for his motion that Caelin replace the Nameless Dwarf as Marshal.

Caelin sat beside Crannock on a bottom tier bench facing the circular debating floor. She glanced around, recognizing many of the senators from when she’d trained Jeridium’s legions almost fifteen years ago. She knew none of them personally, only by sight, save for Crannock, who had still been a military man back then. It had been, in many ways, the pinnacle of the Cleaver’s career, to be invited to train the army of the most powerful city in Medryn-Tha, but she’d eventually left and taken up with the Senate’s bitterest rival, Darik Gan of Illius. She’d grown tired of the cost cutting that put the legionaries at risk, and the constant bickering between factions in the Senate, which often delayed military decisions by weeks, if not months. And she’d been sickened by some of the other shady political games she’d witnessed going on. Jeridium might have styled itself a city of justice and opportunity for everyone, but the reality was a far cry from the ideal.

And now here she was, about to oust the Nameless Dwarf as Marshal. She tried telling herself this wasn’t about status and power; that she was here out of obedience to Bishop Aldrich, but it still left a bitter taste in her mouth.

First Senator Drisa Malkin took the floor and invited Crannock to join her and let the Senate hear his proposal. With barks and growls and high-sounding oratory, Crannock hammered home his points: that Caelin was the greatest strategist ever to have lived. That he had never been happy with appointing the Nameless Dwarf Marshal of the city’s defenses in a war against other dwarves, though he did concede there had been no better options at the time. And finally he spoke with great candor and shakes of his head about the Nameless Dwarf’s regrettable neglect of his new duties, coming late to the north wall, which was subsequently breached. And while the Nameless Dwarf had fought bravely to repel the enemy—as had Crannock himself, he modestly added—the damage was already done. “Hence the incident this morning when the draca broke through the barricades and brought slaughter to Serenity Hospital.”

The commotion Caelin witnessed when she’d arrived at the cathedral. And she’d sent Nyra into the thick of it.

“In summary, Senators,” Crannock said, “the Nameless Dwarf is too long in the tooth for the role entrusted to him. We need a younger Marshal, one not conflicted by the need to fight his own race. Someone undefeated in battle.”

Not strictly true: there had been losses, mostly minor skirmishes, and mostly due to substandard troops failing to obey orders, but the legend makers had a way of forgetting such blemishes on a person’s record.

Crannock left the floor to a standing ovation, although some of the Senators were noticeably late in standing, their claps halfhearted and barely audible.

“Before we take a vote,” Drisa Malkin said, “I wanted to ask you about this.” She handed Caelin a rolled up scrap of parchment. “The only thing legible is your name.”

Caelin unrolled the parchment to reveal hastily scratched symbols, numbers, and geometric shapes, and she couldn’t suppress a smile of recognition. “It’s a code I invented for Darik Gan of Illius.”

Heads shook around the chamber, to the accompaniment of hushed voices.

“Would you mind deciphering it for us?” Drisa Malkin asked.

“It’s from the Laird,” Caelin said. “He asks my forgiveness for capitulating to the demands of Tho’Agoth.”

“The Grave City?” Crannock said from beside her on the bench.

Caelin nodded. “There were representatives from the Witch Queen in Illius when I last spoke with the Laird. I knew something was wrong.” She returned to the translation of Darik’s message. “He goes on to say that he was caught off guard by the envoys from Tho’Agoth. He fell under their spell and despaired. ‘Then you showed up,’” she read verbatim from the parchment. “‘Caelin the Cleaver in the white robe of a Wayist priestess. At first it only added to my despair, but then, for whatever reason, you restored my hope. If this message reaches you, know that I intend to shake off the shackles holding me once we march on Jeridium. Tell whoever commands—tell the Senate—that my riders come to Jeridium’s aid.’”

Caelin handed the parchment back to Drisa Malkin.

“Seems you got the message a little too late,” Crannock said. “The Illians are already in the city. We’ve been holding them in custody till we could work out if they’re some kind of enemy ploy. Darik Gan is on his way here to answer our questions.”

“Well,” said the First Senator, waving the parchment for all to see, “it seems we were wrong to distrust Darik Gan and his riders. This is good news indeed.”

“Illian cavalry are the best there are,” Caelin said. “With them on your side, the options for a counteroffensive are that much greater.”

“Our side,” Crannock corrected. “See,” he once more took the floor, “with Caelin the Cleaver directing our defense, we can’t lose. Already she’s strategizing! A counteroffensive! Brilliant! It’s what I’ve been saying all along. Let’s put it to the vote, and may we choose the best person for the job so we can send these blasted dwarves packing with their tails between their legs.”

The Nameless Dwarf chose that moment to enter the chamber, an ancient black-robed sorcerer on one side of him and Darik Gan on the other. As the three descended the aisle and were gestured to the floor by Drisa Malkin, Crannock coughed into his fist then resumed his seat.

“Senators,” the Nameless Dwarf said in a deep, rolling voice—the voice of a king. He looked haggard, and there were dark rings around his eyes. He carried an axe, and Caelin knew this had to be the legendary Axe of the Dwarf Lords from Nyra’s tales. “While I don’t disagree with Senator Crannock’s aim to defeat the dwarves, let’s not forget what drives them, who the real enemies are in this conflict. I’ve been cautioned not to say anything about it,” he went on, eyeing the old sorcerer next to him, “but I’ve always been one for plain speaking. This war we’re embroiled in is a working out of the age-old conflict between Hekata N’Gat and Otto Blightey.”

There were shocked looks and shaken heads. Someone heckled, “Superstitious nonsense!”

Caelin stood and faced the tiered benches. “The Marshal’s right,” she said. “Any strategy we come up with must take into account the nature of the powers that drive the armies of Arnoch and Arx Gravis.” In some measure, she and Nyra had done what they could to weaken the hold Otto Blightey had on Queen Gitashan, but would it be enough? She told the chamber what they had achieved at Arx Gravis, how they had disposed of Blightey’s grimoire in Aranuin.

“That would explain why…” the Nameless Dwarf started, then stopped when several senators turned to shush him.

But Caelin wanted to hear this. “What would it explain, Marshal?”

“Why the armies of Arnoch and Arx Gravis have joined forces. Thyenna possesses an artifact—”

“The ruby scepter,” Caelin said, “which was stolen from Tho’Agoth by the Slathian Sukhen Sahtis and taken to Arnoch. With Otto Blightey’s grimoire out of the way, the balance of power has shifted.”

“Presumably why Gitashan’s forces capitulated,” the Nameless Dwarf said, “and why Thyenna now controls both armies.”

“So,” Caelin said, “our best bet is to go after the scepter. At least then the dwarves might come to their senses and listen to you, their former king.”

The Nameless Dwarf stared at Caelin for a long moment, then raised one eyebrow and smiled. And in that moment Caelin knew this was a man she could work with. She turned to Crannock, intending to take him aside and tell him there was no need to replace the Nameless Dwarf as Marshal.

“I agree with you,” Crannock said, “but let’s not put the cart before the horse. First we need to decide who is going to lead the war effort.”

“Oh?” the Nameless Dwarf said.

“A vote,” Drisa Malkin explained, “on whether you or Caelin the Cleaver here should be Marshal.”

“You’re Caelin?” the Nameless Dwarf asked. “Undefeated in the circles, eh?” He turned to Drisa Malkin. “I didn’t ask to be Marshal, First Senator.” Then to Caelin he said, “I’m a fighter. A good one in my day, but I’m no strategist. I know a few things, but doesn’t every soldier after a while?”

“You were a king…” Caelin started.

“I abdicated. That’s part of the reason for the mess we’re in today. I didn’t consider how the dwarves would fall apart with no Council of Twelve to govern them in the absence of a king.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Caelin said. She’d never believed so, and neither did Nyra the way she told the story. “When your wife—”

“Excuses are the provenance of unremarkable men,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “Not kings. Not marshals. Please don’t put us through one of your infamous votes,” he told the senators to a chorus of laughter. “I know what I’m good at and what I’m not. If you’ll make Caelin your Marshal, she’ll have my full support. Together, we’ll not let Jeridium fall.”

He clasped hands with Caelin, and the chamber erupted into chants of, “Marshal! Marshal!”

Darik Gan spoke for the first time. “I too pledge my support.”

Emotion swamped Caelin. All she could manage was a nod. When Darik grinned, she laughed, and tears stung her eyes as they came together and embraced.

The rest of the meeting was a formality. No one voted against Caelin’s appointment, although a handful of senators abstained. The Nameless Dwarf seemed relieved beyond belief, and as the chamber began to clear he approached Caelin. “I suppose there should be a formal handover of command. How about we meet at the North City Barracks?”

“Why there?”

“The Senate never bothered to provide me with an office anywhere else.”

Caelin nodded. “I can be there in a couple of hours. First, I have to check on someone.”

 

 




THIRTY-NINE

Nyra came to in a bed. A hard bed with starched sheets. The air was stifling; it smelled of piss and shit and something astringent.

She propped herself up one one elbow, and instantly regretted it. Her head pounded and bile rose in her throat. She was so weak, it felt as though the marrow had been scraped from her bones.

She probed at her well, found it an empty, shredded mess, maybe beyond repair. It was a frightening thought, for with no well she could never replenish her essence. Not only would she be incapable of performing even the most rudimentary sorcery, or charming an audience with her stories, but she would slowly rot from the inside and die. She’d seen it in her childhood, whenever Slathian sorcerers had grown too greedy and, having learned how to endure the resultant sickness and pain, refused to pay the debt they owed for the essence they took from other forms of life. Eventually the plants and the birds, the beasts and the insects refused them, and they slowly wilted, feeding on their own essence until even that ran dry.

She was in a hospital ward. All the other beds were occupied—half-starved humans, some elderly and at death’s door, some young and bearing the pockmarks of disease. Three white-robed Wayists scurried about emptying bedpans and straightening sheets. A fourth entered with a mop and bucket, which is when Nyra noticed the walls and floor were spattered with blood and blackened with scorch marks. A pool of clotted blood lay in the curtain-covered doorway farthest from her bed, where someone had propped an enormous studded club against the jamb.

Her scars itched, and she rubbed at her forearms, encountering coarse bandages, where her self-inflicted wounds had been patched up. She was still fully clothed beneath the sheets, which struck her as odd, and she stank of old sweat, of blood, and urine.

With a grunt of effort, she pushed herself upright and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.

“Ah, good, you’re up.”

Nyra craned her neck to see a stocky woman in a white robe push through the entrance curtain and bustle toward her.

“I’m Sister Vail,” the priestess said, “Matron of Serenity Hospital.” She roughly inspected Nyra’s bandages, grunted her approval, then said, “Right, I suppose you can go.”

“But….” Nyra said. She didn’t think she could stand, let alone leave the hospital.

“You’re lucky we treated you at all,” the Matron said with a narrow-eyed look.

Nyra’s hands instinctively went to her ears.

“Your friend was most insistent that we gave our help, and so we have given it. Your wounds are bound. That will be all.”

“Caelin?” Nyra asked. “She’s here?”

“No, she is not.”

“I don’t know if I can walk.”

“There’s nothing to be done about it. We had the healers take a look at you, and they have no idea what ails you.”

Nyra almost told her—it was the severe depletion of essence, and it was killing her—but she feared how the Matron would react. Even a Wayist as liberal-minded as Caelin had at first been appalled by her sorcery.

“A few more hours,” Nyra pleaded. “Until my friend comes.”

The Matron grabbed Nyra by the arm, supporting her as she stood. “I’m sorry, my dear, but we need the bed. We are at war, you know, and if you haven’t already guessed by the blood all over the place, Serenity Hospital is in the thick of it.”

Nyra’s knees buckled, but the Matron dragged her firmly toward the door then stepped aside to hold the curtain open. There was a hallway beyond, leading to an outer door.

“Good day,” the Matron said.

The floors here were scorched black, streaked with trails of blood, as if some beast had dragged its slaughtered prey across them. She took another step and collapsed to her knees. Her heart was a muffled thud in her ears. She reeled and started to retch.

“Less of the playacting,” the Matron said. “Either get up and walk, or I’ll have the porters throw you out.”

“No, you will not,” a woman’s voice said from behind in the ward—a frail voice, cracked and breathless; the voice of someone in great pain.

Nyra turned to see an emaciated woman climbing out of bed and hobbling towards them. She was painfully thin, her skin an unhealthy grey. Yet she walked with great dignity. Her eyes glistened with recent tears. There was something familiar about her….

“Stay out of this, please,” the Matron said.

“You will not have her thrown out,” the thin woman said, “because my husband pays good money for my care here. You will not, because she is my daughter.”

***

Nyra lay beside her mother on the narrow hospital bed. Lay there and wept. They both cried, Amela stroking her daughter’s hair, holding her head to her chest. And Nyra remembered. Remembered the warmth, the tenderness from her infancy. The smiles, the amused shakes of the head, even the nagging. The more she remembered, the more she cried, acid tears of anger mingled with the rest. Because her mother had been driven away from her. Worse, she’d been told her mother was dead, eaten by her father and her grandmother. How could Sukhen Sahtis have allowed her to believe such a thing? He could have said something. Should have. And the thought that Sukhen had made provisions for his banished wife, that he’d taken care of Amela’s needs in Jeridium, and that he had loved her, really loved her, only made the tears worse.

When she looked into her mother’s face, at first Nyra saw only joy, relief that they were once more together. But there was also a sadness behind Amela’s eyes, the slightest hint of distraction.

“What is it?” Nyra asked. “What’s the matter?”

Amela forced a smile; ran her fingers through a tangle in Nyra’s hair and playfully tugged it. “I was thinking of a friend. A new friend. Wishing he could have seen you. My daughter. My beautiful girl.”

“Where is he?”

Amela swallowed a lump in her throat. “Dead,” she said. “He is dead.”

“We was attacked,” an old woman in the next bed said. “Beasts they was, big and scaly, and they breathed fire. But he saved us, her friend. I ain’t never seen such a strong-un.” Then to Amela she said, “I’m sorry, love. Truly I am. I heard you two talking. Love at first sight, if ever I saw it. Really sorry, I am.”

Amela’s eyes filled with tears once more. “Thank you for saying that, Teg.”

“The hospital was attacked?” Nyra said. The burn marks and blood. “By draca?”

“I think so.” Amela winced, either at remembered terror or present pain. “I only know the word because your father wanted so badly to go into Cerreth to catch and tame one. Of course, he didn’t do it. Sukhen hates traveling.”

She didn’t know. And so Nyra told her about Sukhen’s obsession with Tho’Agoth, how he’d trekked there across Cerreth. How he’d been imprisoned by Hekata N’Gat, then escaped and run into the arms of Otto Blightey.

Amela looked horrified, but she said nothing, encouraging Nyra to go on.

“He was petrified, Mother. Crazy, I think. Even Clymathra said so.”

“You spoke with your grandmother?”

“We came to terms before she died.” She gripped Amela’s hand tightly and stared into her eyes. “Father is dead, too. I killed him.”

She told Amela about her father pleading for her to join him in the service of the Lich Lord, their fight, the dark sorcery he had unleashed, and how she had protected Caelin with a counter so virulent it reduced Sukhen to ashes.

Amela was too stunned to speak for a long while, and when she did, Nyra braced herself.

“You poor girl. You poor, poor girl. I loved your father, and he loved me too, in his way. We were good for each other. Clymathra knew that. She was fiercely protective of her son, had such plans for him, and I put them in jeopardy. She used to curse at me for turning her precious boy into a human. With me out of the way, your father must have grown into the man she wanted him to be.”

“It was horrible,” Nyra said.

“His death?”

Nyra shook her head. “Being raised by him. I ran away.”

“You did?”

“Four years ago, when he left for Tho’Agoth. It was the only opportunity I ever had, else I’d have left sooner.”

“Where—?” Amela was racked by a coughing fit. She put a hand over her mouth, but blood still spattered the sheets from between her fingers.

Nyra sat up and opened her mouth to call for help, but Amela held her back with a skeletally thin hand. Once the coughing passed, she said, “I’m dying, Nyra. Nothing anyone can do.”

“Got the lung rot, dear,” Teg said from the next bed.

“The coughing started a few months ago,” Amela explained. “It was that quick, and I lost so much weight.” She chuckled to herself. “And to think I was worried I was getting too plump and that my clothes would no longer fit!”

“Oh, Mother,” Nyra said, throwing her arms about her.

“It’s all right, sweet girl.” Amela kissed her on the forehead. “I’m ready. And the Way—if he truly exists—has blessed me by bringing my daughter back.”

A long, comfortable silence settled between them, and gradually they fell back into their positions on the bed, Nyra snuggling into her mother’s bosom, Amela stroking her hair. The Wayists had finished mopping the floor and fussing around the beds, and most of the patients were dozing. A soft snore came from Teg’s bed.

“Four years ago you left Xanthus,” Amela suddenly said. “And you went where?”

“I ended up in Malfen.”

“Oh.”

“I joined a group of human bards first.”

“You did? That’s wonderful. You were always so musical, and your little stories used to make me laugh.”

“It wasn’t so wonderful.” Nyra proceeded to tell her mother all about her experiences on the road, singing tales for a living. Then she got to the part about performing in Malfen and never having quite enough money to leave. “I got into some bad things,” she admitted. And she had, though she felt too ashamed to tell her mother: weedsticks, for one, and she’d even tried somnificus. And then there was the drinking. One thing led to another, until she was whoring herself out just to keep herself in booze and weedsticks, and to fuel her cravings for somnificus until she found the will to break the habit.

Amela may have guessed what she was leaving out, because she cradled Nyra to her breast and gently wept. “My poor girl,” she kept saying. “My poor, poor girl. And you look starving. When did you last eat?”

“I shared some rations with Caelin on the way to Arx Gravis.”

“But you’re so thin.” A frightened look came over Amela’s face. “You haven’t developed a cough, have you? Is that why they brought you here?”

“Nothing like that,” Nyra said. “It was the fight with Father, the escape from Otto Blightey.”

“Ah,” Amela said. “Essence. Of course. I saw your father drained of essence once. He’d been experimenting all night on one of his projects. He was so sick, too weak even to draw essence from the surroundings. So I gave him some of mine.”

“You did?”

“Oh, we don’t have a good deal to give, we humans. I’m sure your grandmother loved to remind you of that.”

“Only because humans neglect their natural reserves,” Nyra said. “The Empire of Vanatus they came from had too many comforts. An organ never used atrophies, but it can grow back.”

“I know,” Amela said, a mischievous grin on her hollowed-out face.

“You’ve been using sorcery?”

“Oh, it’s nothing much, just cantrips your father taught me—the sort of thing Slathians do as babies. But you’re right: my well grew. I kept it to myself. Didn’t want those fools at the Academy getting wind of a rogue sorcerer in the city. They study so hard and have so little to show for it, save balls of fire and lightning bolts—good in a fight but not for much else. How empty is your well, Nyra? Do you mind if I see for myself?”

Nyra didn’t resist as tendrils of thought probed at the edges of her well, then quested deeper, through her limbs, her organs, even her veins. When Amela withdrew her senses she wore a grim expression.

“There’s nothing left, Nyra. No essence anywhere in your body.” She covered her mouth with a hand as if it could undo the horror she’d spoken. “I’ve only seen such total depletion once—a Slathian sorcerer, a member of the Cabal, who took and took essence from the life around him without ever giving anything back. It was… horrendous, and no one could do anything to help him. They tried. They all tried—the Cabalists, the oracles, even Clymathra; but he had gone too far to replenish himself, beyond even a simple transfusion of essence. He needed it all—someone else’s entire essence, their total life force, and no one was willing to give it. Oh, Nyra… I’ve lived my life. I’m prepared for the end. But you… you’re so young.”

Nyra felt numb. Some part of her had known she’d damaged herself beyond repair. She snuggled deeper into her mother’s bosom. Was she ready? She liked to think she was, but there were regrets, so many things she’d failed to set right—with her grandmother, her father, with Caelin. And now she’d found the mother she’d believed dead. The mother that soon would be dead, stolen from her again by some cruel trick of fate. Maybe she was ready. Ready for something better than this life had to offer. If there was anything.

Amela fumbled for Nyra’s hand, and their fingers interlaced. There they lay on the hospital bed, the ward around them quiet save for the snoring of patients, the clack of the priests’ sandals on the floor beyond the curtained doorway.

And then Nyra felt it: the merest trickle of essence seeping into her fingers. It tingled just beneath her skin, followed the path of her veins.

“Mother, what are you doing?”

“Being there for my daughter,” Amela said, head back on the pillow, eyes closed, a blissful smile on her lips.

“Mother, stop!”

Amela was trying to heal her—by making a gift of her own essence. But it wouldn’t be enough. A human could never replace the essence of a Slathian, even a half-blood Slathian.

“I’m already dying, Nyra. What does it matter if I go a little sooner. Maybe he’ll be there, waiting for me. Rah-Vos Dar. Just think, an eternity to get to know each other.”

The trickle of essence grew into a steady flow and then a surge. Wave after wave of Amela’s life force washed over Nyra, poured into her depths, filled her well to the brim.

“How?” Nyra gasped. “How is this possible?”

“I may have misled you a little,” Amela said. “Your father taught me a few tricks when we were together, and I never ceased to practice, even during my exile in Jeridium.”

“It wasn’t just cantrips you performed, was it?”

“Maybe not.” Amela’s smile broadened. Her face looked radiant for a moment, and then she began to lose substance, her bones protruding beneath her nightgown, her cheeks sunken, the skin of her face pulled taut.

“Your father liberated me, Nyra, untapped my natural reserves of essence. I think that’s why I loved him so much. We’re not so different, humans and Slathians. Our two races could learn so much from each other.”

Nyra inhaled deeply. She felt full again. Whole. And yet Amela on the bed beside her was little more than a skeleton covered with parchment-thin skin. Her blue veins showed through, standing out in ridges.

Amela raised a hand and patted Nyra on the arm. “You always liked to sing when a little girl. Your father loved the sound of your voice.”

“I thought he hated it.”

“That was your grandmother. Sukhen never could stand up to her. Things would have been so different for me, for you, for all of us, if he had done.” She sighed, and as she did her breath rattled.

“Mother?” Nyra pushed herself up on the bed so she could peer down at Amela, check she was still breathing.

“The Nameless Dwarf was here, Nyra,” Amela said, as if she were talking in her sleep. “Did I tell you that already?”

“You did, Mother.”

“We wept together over poor Rah-Vos Dar’s body. Me, a woman foolish enough to think she could be accepted by Slathians, mourning alongside the mightiest hero of legend.”

“What was he like?” Nyra whispered, not really caring but wanting her mother to keep on talking, just a while longer.

“Old.” Amela coughed, and blood drooled from her lips. “But he fought like a demon. And his axe… it sang as it killed. Such a beautiful weapon.”

“The Axe of the Dwarf Lords,” Nyra said. “It’s said she was once a person in the Halls of Gabala, one of three siblings sworn to the service of Witandos. When Mananoc sought to destroy Aosia….”

Nyra stopped speaking, and her lips began to tremble.

Amela lay still on the bed.

She was no longer breathing.

For a long while Nyra stared, holding her mother’s hand, hoping, willing…. And then she started to sob like she’d not sobbed since she was a child.

She heard the parting of the curtain covering the doorway. It only made her hold onto Amela’s hand more tightly. The Matron wasn’t going to take her away from her mother. No one was.

Footsteps approached the bed, and still she sobbed.

Strong hands grabbed her shoulders, pulled her into an embrace.

“I’m sorry, Nyra,” Caelin said, voice thick with emotion. “The Matron told me. I’m so sorry.”

Nyra threw her arms around the priestess and let Caelin hold her as she wept.

 

 




FORTY

For three days the dwarves outside the city walls did nothing. It could have been that they were stunned by the loss of the draca, but it was more likely the two armies were establishing chains of command and taking advantage of the fact that they no longer needed to rush things.

For the defenders of Jeridium, it was three days of grace in which to repair the damage to the walls, reorganize the defenses, and allow the new Marshal to imprint her own style of leadership.

And Nameless was impressed. More than impressed. He was in awe of Caelin’s ability to organize, to impose structure, and to gain the respect of the legions.

That first day, after she brought back her friend Nyra from Serenity Hospital—a woman of human appearance, save for the pointed tips of her ears—Caelin had kept her word and joined Nameless at the First Company’s barracks, where Colonel Farryl graciously surrendered his own rooms to the new Marshal for use as both an office and a living space. Farryl elected to move into the dorms with his men. One good thing that had come out of Nameless’s brief spell as Marshal: he’d spotted the diamond in Farryl’s rough. It was men like the Colonel who were the backbone of an army.

On the second day, the Wayist priests buried Rah-Vos Dar in an elaborate ceremony, during which Bishop Aldrich heaped praise and honor on the Zawalian for his defense of the patients and healers at the hospital. Nameless wasn’t sure how Rah-Vos Dar would have felt being sent off in the Wayist manner—nor Ush-Gog, for that matter.

Caelin attended the funeral at the Bishop’s request, even accepting the offer of a white priestess’s robe so that she could join the litany for the dead the Wayists chanted as the coffin was lowered into the ground outside the cathedral. Ever since, Caelin had kept her white robe hanging from a peg in her Marshal’s office.

There had been a second funeral that day: the woman who had knelt over Rah-Vos Dar’s body, weeping beside Nameless. He’d learned her name was Amela, and that she was Nyra’s mother.

When he arrived at the barracks first thing in the morning, after a breakfast of stale bread and hard cheese at the Academy, Nameless was confronted with the clack and clang of practice weapons on shields, Colonel Farryl’s barked commands, the grunts of men pushing themselves to the limit. He was gratified to see that the legionaries were practicing with long-hafted axes like the dwarves used.

Off to one side, Caelin was putting Nyra through her paces, feinting, slashing and thrusting at her with a wooden sword, both dressed in the padded jerkins and leather kilts the legionaries wore beneath their armor.

Nameless could see Nyra had had some rudimentary training: her footwork was passable, her feet spaced well apart, her balance good; but she was hesitant in her strikes, as if she feared being countered. She had courage, though, launching herself at Caelin with her fists when the Marshal knocked the sword out of her hand. Caelin dropped her own sword and caught Nyra in a bear hug, which softened to an embrace. They separated when they saw Nameless approaching.

“You’ve a lot of heart, lassie,” Nameless said, “and that’s what makes you trainable. Your feet are good, too.”

“Not good enough,” Nyra said, “else I wouldn’t keep getting hit.”

“These things take time. And besides, we don’t all have to fight the coming battle with blades and fists. You have your own means, if the new Marshal’s to be believed.”

Caelin had told him Nyra was a half-blood Slathian. There was a time Nameless would have been disgusted by the idea, but age, it seemed, had mellowed him.

Colonel Farryl ordered his legionaries to go for breakfast. To Nameless’s surprise, though, the men gathered around Nyra, pleading with her to sing them another of her stories. One of the legionaries had lent her a lute the day before, and she’d beguiled everyone with the tale of the sinking of Arnoch beneath the waves during the reign of King Arios.

Nameless, who knew the story only too well, had sat it out, though he did have to admit Nyra’s music and her voice were exquisite—spellbinding, even. That was his problem, though. As a dwarf, he had nothing against skalds, the old dwarven term for a bard or a teller of stories, but a skald using sorcery—for he was sure that’s what it was that held the legionaries enthralled—was anathema to everything he believed in. The other problem he had was with the subject of her tale. Arnoch hadn’t just sunk the once. The second time was during the attack of a five-headed dragon, and Cordy had been the one to sink the city. Shortly after it had risen again, they had married.

Today, though, when Nyra acceded to the legionaries’ pleas for a story, she cast a sly look Nameless’s way then proceeded to sing an account of his role in the defeat of Sektis Gandaw. The men roared their approval, and hooted with goodnatured laughter at his embarrassment.

“Come on, Nameless,” Caelin said, walking towards her quarters. “Join me for a kaffa before the others arrive for the briefing.”

***

Caelin’s quarters were virtually unchanged from when Colonel Farryl had occupied them, save for the long table where the War Council met for the daily briefing. The promised kaffa had already been boiled, judging by the rich aroma that filled the interior, and as Caelin crossed to the hearth and poured them both a mug, Nameless couldn’t help but notice the bedroom door was ajar, and within a black woolen dress—presumably Nyra’s—lay crumpled on the floor.

Caelin came back over with the kaffa and motioned for Nameless to take the seat opposite her at the long table, where there were six more empty chairs awaiting the rest of the newly formed War Council.

“I’m sorry I found no time for us to talk alone before, Nameless, but it’s been frantic, what with the funerals and all the organizing I’ve had to do—not a criticism: I’m a meticulous woman. Some might say obsessional, but I’m too set in my ways to change now.”

“I know the feeling,” Nameless said.

“Colonel Farryl says the legionaries respect you, and I respect you.” Caelin took a sip of her kaffa, and Nameless did the same. It was bitter and hot, but invigorating all the same. “A defense on this scale, a Marshal needs to have good people to delegate to, though it feels strange me delegating to a king.”

“Former,” Nameless said. “And not a very good one.”

“Self knowledge is a mark of wisdom.”

“Oh, I know myself, Marshal. I know I can fight.”

“As well as before, when you were younger?”

“I like to believe so. Call it a delusion, if you like, but confidence brings out the best in a warrior. And besides,”—he patted the Axe of the Dwarf Lords lying across his lap—“this old girl keeps me feeling young.”

Music drifted in from outside, a harmonious plucking of the lute, then Nyra’s hypnotic recital. Even through the closed door, Nameless could feel the tug of her story on his memories, and it was hard not to lose focus on the conversation.

Caelin had been distracted by it too, and looked wistfully toward the door. “The legionaries’ affection for her seems to help her grief.”

Nameless let his eyes wander, until they alighted on the white robe hanging from a peg. “You’re a complex woman, Caelin.”

The Marshal nodded and took another sip of kaffa. “More than I’d like.”

“After the war, will you go back to being a priestess?”

Caelin hesitated before she answered, and Nameless wondered if she was thinking about the discarded dress on her bedroom floor.

“I am…” the Marshal chewed her words before she let them out. “Conflicted. For now, the Cleaver has my full attention—not by choice, but by order of my Bishop. After… Who can say? I’ll not abandon the Way, but….”

She trailed off, and an awkward silence grew between them. Nameless sipped on his kaffa until he could bear it no longer. “Tell me about your unbeaten record in the fight circles.”

“I had an unfair advantage.”

“You prayed to the Way to make sure you won?”

Caelin smiled, but her eyes were serious, and for the first time Nameless noticed they held a feral quality.

“Is it true,” Caelin asked, “that the dwarves were charged by Witandos to fight the husks of Cerreth?”

“Led by the Exalted,” Nameless said. “But that came to an end in King Arios’s day, after the Destroyer attacked Arnoch.”

“When the city sank, taking the Destroyer and most of the dwarf lords with it,” Caelin said. “I heard Nyra’s story yesterday. She tells me it was you who found Arnoch beneath the waves, and everyone knows you’re the one who led the dwarves back there.”

“Aye, lassie. We were fleeing from the Lich Lord and his horde of feeders. I had hoped Blightey had died then, but he’s a hard shogger to kill, and even if you manage it, he refuses to stay dead. After I became King of Arnoch, we discussed resuming our age-old task of culling the husks, but then….”

“Your wife….” Caelin said.

Nameless swallowed an angry retort that Caelin didn’t deserve. “It seems,” he said, clearing his throat, “that Thyenna has adopted a different approach with the husks.”

“The draca that attacked the hospital?”

“It’s a dangerous business, though,” Nameless said, “trying to tame the untamable. Perhaps in the future, if the dwarves win this war….”

“They won’t.”

“Spoken like a woman who never lost a fight in the circles.”

Caelin sighed. “Which brings us back to my unfair advantage.” She paused, studying Nameless for a long moment, as if she were considering the risks of revealing what she wanted to say. “You’ve heard of the sluagh?”

Paxy hissed.

Nameless couldn’t suppress a shudder. The sluagh were said to resemble the dominant races of Medryn-Tha, so that they could hunt their prey from within the towns and cities, passing unnoticed. They had an uncanny ability to exploit an enemy’s vulnerabilities. It was the sluagh that had killed King Ranash the Unlucky of Arnoch.

He became uncomfortably aware that the Marshal was staring at him. The air prickled between them. And then, foolish, slow old man that he was, Nameless understood. “That’s it? That was your advantage? You’re a sluagh?”

Caelin waved him quiet. “Nyra knows, and one or two others far from here, but no one else. Please see that it remains that way.”

[Be wary, my Exalted,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said.

“Of course,” Nameless said to Caelin. “But why tell me?”

“Because I want you to know that I trust you.”

[Huh,] Paxy said, and this time Nameless delivered a sharp slap to her haft.

Caelin raised an eyebrow then frowned. “I also want you to know that we’re in this together, and that together we’ll find a way to win.”

Nameless lowered his eyes at that. A woman like Caelin the Cleaver—a sluagh accustomed to exploiting the weaknesses of its enemies—might indeed win this war, but what would that mean for the dwarves?

Caelin seemed to pick up on what he was thinking. “If there’s any way to save your people, I’ll find it.”

“I know you will, lassie,” Nameless said. He didn’t know, but it seemed the right thing to say.

“I’m surprised you didn’t raise that famous axe of yours and try to kill me, after I told you what I was,” Caelin said, relaxing back in her chair to drain her kaffa mug.

“Perhaps once I would have done. And I would have been equally harsh with Nyra for being half Slathian too. But age has a funny way of making a man see things differently.”

“That’s a good thing,” Caelin said.

Nameless looked up sharply at the clop of hooves and the clatter of carriage wheels from outside.

“Well, someone’s early,” Caelin said, rising.

Nameless stood too, and they shook hands.

“This is a dream for me,” Caelin said, “to stand shoulder to shoulder with the legendary Nameless Dwarf.”

Nameless chuckled. “Then I hope you’re not disappointed.”

Together they walked outside to greet the first of the War Council to arrive.

***

Caelin was seated at the head of the long table, Nameless at the other end, and in between them sat the assembled members of the War Council: Senator Crannock, already on his second glass of wine, despite it being barely after breakfast time; Nils Fargin, representing the sorcerers of the Academy; Darik Gan, the Laird of Illius; the Wayist Matron, Sister Vail from Serenity Hospital—an odd choice, Nameless thought, but Caelin made it clear that casualties were a priority of hers during a war. Also in attendance were Nyra, on account of her sorcerous gifts, so Caelin said; Colonel Farryl; and the headman of the Malfen refugees, Grigor Mollos. Caelin didn’t want the refugees being a drain on the already dwindling resources of Jeridium, so she’d set them to work helping with repairs to the breached walls.

Finally, at Nameless’s insistence, there was Shadrak. No one knew better the secret byways of Jeridium, which could be used to lay traps for an invading army. And as a scout, Shadrak was without peer.

They began with Crannock.

“Some of my fellow senators tell me their constituents are complaining about all the building work.” He rolled his eyes. “It’s having quite an impact on businesses already suffering as a result of the siege, and the constant hammering and sawing, they say, is unbearable. The progressives are demanding a full debate on the issue later today, followed by a vote on whether to permit the work to continue.”

Agreeing with Nameless’s initial idea, Caelin had ordered some of the streets just inside the city walls barricaded.

Caelin’s cheek twitched and her hands clenched into fists, but her voice when she spoke was calm, patient. “War isn’t the time for votes and debates.”

“What I told them,” Crannock said. “Bloody lily-livered lackwits.”

“Tell the Senate,” Caelin said, “that as Marshal I’ll do everything necessary to keep the city safe. Until the war is won, I don’t expect to have my orders challenged—unless they’d like to appoint someone else as Marshal.”

“That’d be the fourth Marshal in the space of a week,” Nameless said.

The decrepit-looking headman of the Malfen refugees spoke next, tapping his walking cane on the floor beside his chair to punctuate his points. Grigor Mollos seemed to revel in his new role, which was to oversee the refugees working on wall repairs with local carpenters and masons—just bricks and wood, not ocras. “Keep him busy,” Caelin had told Nameless after she made the appointment, “and he might not get up to mischief elsewhere.” Thus far, Mollos was proving a capable supervisor, and the repairs were not only well underway, but the work was meticulously inspected by the old man and his cronies.

“And how is the supply situation?” Caelin asked.

Shadrak had appointed an old acquaintance named Vagyria Twait to commandeer the warehouses still under the control of Senator Dudley’s people. Vagyria had worked for Dudley, and many of Dudley’s former employees had stayed on under her direction. They knew exactly what to expect from Shadrak if they continued to cream off supplies for themselves.

“Nothing’s getting through from outside any longer,” Shadrak said, which was no surprise, given that the combined dwarven armies had control of all the supply routes north and west, and they had extended their camp in a cordon around the city. “But we found stashes of wheat, barley, and rye; and there’s warehouses crammed with salted meat, pickled fish, beer and wine.”

“Good,” Caelin said. “And the distribution points I asked for?”

“Open today,” Shadrak said. “One in each district. The lines for rations are going to be long, and if there’s riots…”

“There won’t be,” Caelin said. “I’ve spoken with Captain Hennyn of the City Watch. The funding Senator Crannock requested has miraculously come through, so they’ve taken on enough new recruits to keep order wherever food is given out. Excellent work, Shadrak. And the other situation?”

Caelin had tasked Shadrak with shutting down the Brenitch and Cawdor Bank and seizing its holdings, another decision she’d taken out of the hands of the Senate.

“The bank was abandoned when we arrived, all the money gone.”

Caelin thumped the table. “Have your people scour the streets for any sign. Someone must have seen the carts they’d need to move so much wealth, and it’s inconceivable they managed to get out of the city.”

“No, they’re still here somewhere,” Shadrak said. “My people are already following up on leads.”

“Good,” Caelin said. “We can’t rest while there’s an enemy within. Nameless?”

“Colonel Farryl is meeting daily with the captains of the other companies,” Nameless said. “And there are already improvements.”

“Excellent, Colonel,” Caelin said, and Farryl gave a self-effacing cough.

“The legionaries are getting the hang of defending against dwarven axes,” Nameless said, “but there’s still some way to go.”

Caelin nodded. “If we had the time, I’d order pikes made, like they used in phalanx warfare in the old days. They’d keep the axes off us. We’re going to rely heavily on your cavalry, Darik.”

“You plan to fight them in the open?” the Laird asked.

Nervous glances passed around the table. Why risk everything in a pitched battle when Jeridium enjoyed the security of its walls?

“One option among several I’m considering,” the Marshal said. “Time is not on our side. Taking back the warehouses has given us a few days more, but after that, we return to a situation of starvation.”

“What I want to know,” Crannock said, “is why they’ve hurled no more rocks at us. They must know our walls can’t hold against that new trebuchet.”

“Assuming they can find large enough rocks,” Colonel Farryl said.

“The Colonel has a point,” Caelin said. “Rocks big enough to pose a threat to our walls need to be quarried, then transported on massive carts with teams of oxen. That may be one cause of their delay. But the key thing to understand is that the game has now changed. With Gitashan and Thyenna joining forces, they have all the time they need. The only wonder is they haven’t yet mined down to the deep springs that feed the city’s wells and fountains and poisoned our water supply.”

“They won’t do that,” Nameless said. “It’s not honorable.”

“Neither’s slinging severed heads over the walls,” Shadrak pointed out.

“Even so,” Nameless said, “they won’t poison the waters.”

“Just in case you’re wrong,” Nyra said, “I can take measures to purify the water at source.”

“Oh,” Nils said, “and how do you propose to do that?”

Caelin quickly intervened with a raised hand. “I’ve asked Nyra to work closely with you, Principal Fargin. Her Slathian upbringing has given her access to… Well, she knows a few things.”

“Just specific cants for dealing with impurities in food and water that we all learn as children,” Nyra said. At the angry look she received from Nils she added, “Your sorcerers will grasp them easily, I’m sure, and then together we can treat all the wells and fountains.”

“Not just food and water,” Caelin said. “Take her under your wing, Principal. There’s much you could learn from each other.”

Nils gave a curt nod then looked away.

Caelin brought him swiftly back to the conversation. “How’s the weather looking, Principal?”

The Academy sorcerers had been asked to provide short and long distance forecasts, which was a sorcerous skill they had refined to the highest degree over many decades, in the service of farmers, and sailors on the Sea of Weeping.

“Dry for most of today,” Nils said. “And the temperature’s creeping up.”

Caelin frowned. Clearly not what she wanted to hear.

“But thunderstorms tonight,” Nils said, “and rain tomorrow. A lot of rain.”

“That’ll make life miserable for those bastards camped outside our walls,” Crannock said, sitting back in his chair and puffing on a fat weedstick.

“Not ideal for my riders, though,” Darik said.

“Another factor we must take into consideration.” Caelin’s eyelids drooped shut, and she steepled her fingers on the table, thinking. When she looked up, it was again to Nils that she turned. “What of this crimson glow that encompasses the enemy? This ruby scepter?”

“It defies our attempts at discernment,” Nils said, glancing at Nyra as if he feared she would be able to achieve what he and his sorcerers had failed to.

“I’ve tried reaching out to it,” Nyra said, “but there’s an aura of vileness surrounding the scepter that causes my senses to recoil.”

“Like with Blightey’s grimoire?” Caelin asked.

“Different. The grimoire reeked of malice, but it welcomed my contact, because its goal was to gain access to my mind and corrupt me.”

Nils’s eyes dropped to the tabletop and he intertwined his fingers. Nameless could tell what his old friend was thinking, for wasn’t that what the grimoire had done to him?

Crannock coughed into his fist and then took a quick slurp of wine. “Senator Volpadine tried to get a look at the scepter,” he said, glancing at Shadrak, “using the wizard eye.”

“Wizard eye?” Caelin asked.

“Crystal ball,” Shadrak said. “It’s how the senators get their kicks, spying on whorehouses and the like.”

Crannock laughed at that but then grew deadly serious. “We left Volpadine alone, gazing into his crystal. When he didn’t return home for the evening meal, his servants raised the alarm. He was found still seated in his office, eyes locked to the crystal, drool trickling from his mouth. They tell me he may never speak again. Can’t even feed himself. The whole room was bathed in crimson from the image inside the crystal. I suppose some things just shouldn’t be spied upon.”

“So, who’s going to pay me now?” Shadrak asked.

“You’ll get your money,” Crannock said. “These things take time. There is a procedure, you know.”

“And the crystal?” Nyra asked. “It’s still there, in his office?”

“I ordered it smashed. If we can use it to spy on them, who’s to say the process can’t be reversed?”

Nils shrugged. “It’s possible, I suppose. At least in theory.”

“So, the scepter has ways to defend itself from prying eyes,” Nyra said.

“And you think it’s an artifact made by the Witch Queen?” Caelin asked.

Nils was quick to answer before Nyra could. “What else could it be?”

“It’s the object of power my father took from Tho’Agoth,” Nyra said. “Or was supposed to take. In the stories, Hekata N’Gat crafted such items as lures for sorcerers, drawing them to the Grave City, where she could drain them dry.”

“But your father was a sorcerer,” Nils said, “and she kept him imprisoned in Tho’Agoth for several years, you say. So why didn’t she drain him?”

“Because she was after a bigger fish,” Nameless said.

“Otto Blightey.” Caelin shared a look with Nyra. “Aristodeus told us the scepter was intended for the Lich Lord. That’s why your father was permitted to escape with it.”

“Aristodeus?” Nameless said. “Baldilocks is still alive?” Hadn’t the philosopher interfered enough in the affairs of Aosia? He’d been there at Arx Gravis when Nameless had followed his brother Lukar into Aranuin and returned with the black axe. After that, the philosopher had been at the heart of the effort to take down Sektis Gandaw. And finally, he’d come up with the plan to free Nameless from the curse of the black axe—tragedy heaped upon disaster.

“Questionable,” Nyra said, sharing a look with Caelin.

“But what about this glamor it’s cast over the dwarven army?” Nils asked.

“It strikes me,” Caelin said, “that the scepter is the key. Remove it from the equation, and the dwarves might come to their senses.”

“Aye,” Nameless said. “That has to be it. Why else would my people have changed so much, grown so aggressive?”

“I agree,” Nyra said. “Blightey had the ear of Gitashan even before my father arrived with the grimoire, but after, as the Lich Lord grew more substantial, and with the grimoire amplifying his power…”

“That would have coincided with the dwarves marching from Arx Gravis,” Caelin said. “And once Blightey’s grimoire was out of the picture…”

“Gitashan became vulnerable to the glamor of the ruby scepter in her sister’s hands,” Nyra said.

“So,” Darik Gan said, “the Witch Queen is winning their age-old feud. Not a thought that fills me with joy.”

“Either of them winning spells disaster for Medryn-Tha,” Nils said. “For centuries they’ve kept each other in check, but with one or the other gaining the upper hand…”

“We’ll cross that bridge,” Caelin said, “when we come to it. I’ve already given it some thought, as indeed has Bishop Aldrich.”

Crannock scoffed. “I bet they’re bleeding shitting themselves.”

Caelin silenced him with a glare. “The Witch Queen and the Lich Lord are abominations, an offense to the Way.” A new glint had come into the Marshal’s eyes, briefly swamping the feral quality Nameless had seen there earlier. “The Bishop is of the opinion that their time skulking behind events is at an end. They must be rooted out and destroyed once and for all.”

“Makes sense,” Nameless said, eyeing Caelin calmly. “Save the city, then strike at the heart of the evil corrupting my people. I’m with you on that, Marshal. I just hope there are a some dwarves left alive when this is all over.”

“I hope so too,” Caelin said.

“But why do the dwarves still need the city?” Shadrak asked. “I mean, if it’s Blightey the Witch Queen is after, why not head straight for Arx Gravis?”

“Because Blightey’s a parasite,” Nyra said. “He has no power of his own now, save malice, whispered words, the fears and desires of his prey. Without his grimoire, he’s but a shadow, using his agents in the city to spin his web of corruption.”

“The missing bankers?” Shadrak said.

“And probably others,” Nyra said. “Otto Blightey’s a creature of many contingencies. He’ll have planned for every eventuality.”

“Then the sooner I find the scuts—”

Nyra shook her head. “They’re like a cancer.” She winced then, clearly remembering her mother. She swallowed and started again. “They’re like a cancer that has metastasized and spread throughout the city. How could you ever catch them all?”

“I wasn’t planning on catching them,” Shadrak said, pulling back his cloak to reveal the blades in his baldric.

“It’s the scepter we should start with,” Nyra said.

“Can we destroy it?” Caelin asked.

“If we can study it,” Nils said, looking to Nyra for support. “Maybe.”

“All right then,” Caelin said. “Suggestions everyone. How do we get this scepter away from Thyenna?”

“You ask me,” Shadrak said, folding his arms across his chest. “Nicely.”

 

 




FORTY-ONE

They met at dusk atop the eastern walls: Shadrak, Caelin, Nyra, and Nameless. The wind was getting up, and already the first fat drops of rain were falling. So, the Academy sorcerers weren’t completely useless, Shadrak thought. They at least got the weather right.

Caelin had brought some dyed black rope, which made Nameless laugh.

“Shadrak doesn’t use rope anymore,” the dwarf explained. “He’s passed beyond that.”

“You intend to climb the walls using just your hands and feet?” Caelin said. The Marshal was right to be skeptical, because Maldark the Fallen and his masons had done a great job ensuring the stones were tightly mortared.

“It’s a skill,” Shadrak said. One he’d worked hard to perfect; and with all the talk about sorcery making him feel like a spare part, he was determined to show off the talents he alone brought to the table. He could almost hear Kadee chiding him for being so cocky.

“You mustn’t approach the scepter without protection,” Nyra said, extending her hands toward his temples.

Shadrak flinched. “No,” he said. “I don’t do magic.”

“Just a ward,” Nyra explained, “to shield your mind.”

“I said no.”

“Then the mission’s off,” Caelin said. “If you fall under the scepter’s spell, what’s to stop Thyenna from turning you against us?”

“She has a point, laddie,” Nameless said. “You know our plans, the city’s vulnerabilities. I’m not saying you’d give in to torture, but sorcery… We’ve both seen what that can do.”

“Fine,” Shadrak snapped. “Just a ward, mind. No funny business.”

“Funny business?” Nyra asked.

“I’ve seen the way you look at me.”

Nyra chuckled as she touched her fingertips to the sides of Shadrak’s head and closed her eyes. At first all he felt was a tingle beneath his scalp, but then the blood in his veins began to seethe and boil.

“It’s just your dormant essence,” Nyra muttered. “It’s bound to feel strange at first.”

“If that’s another word for painful,” Shadrak grumbled.

Fire rose through his body to fill his skull, and Shadrak gritted his teeth. But then the pain abated, and he was left with the sensation of worms threading their way between his thoughts. He could almost see them in his mind’s eye, writhing together, forming webs and nets and complex patterns.

***

Halfway down the curtain wall, Shadrak was starting to think he might have made a mistake. His fingertips were raw and bleeding from finding purchase in the tiniest gaps between the stones, his boots near worn through from scuffing against them as he frantically sought out natural flaws and depressions in the granite. And it only got worse when the rain started to bucket down, making the surface slick and slippery, his cloak heavy and sodden.

Lightning flashed, and he froze in place, one hand reaching for a fingerhold, the other a burning agony as he clung to a mortar join between two stones. He waited a second and then another. Nothing. No raised voices to indicate that he’d been seen by the thin line of dwarves encamped a hundred yards back from the east of the city; no clatter of arrows bouncing off the stone around him. Even in the stark flash of lightning, the concealer cloak was doing its job.

The clap of thunder that followed shook the wall, and Shadrak swore. Throwing caution to the wind, he went quickly now, trusting his instincts to get him to the bottom. He dropped the last fifteen feet to the ground, tumbled and came up in a crouch. Again he paused, and again there was no indication he’d been seen. Lightning sheeted, turning the sky silver and shimmering across the crimson haze that shrouded the dwarven camp.

He put on his goggles, and he could see the tents of the enemy limned in green, the ruddy glow of dwarves within. A handful of red and orange blurs moved about outside—carls patrolling by the light of hooded lanterns. No sign of Nameless and the others now, Shadrak noted as he looked behind at the battlements, seeing nothing but the red shapes of legionaries. No doubt they were warming themselves in front of a hearth back at the barracks, drinking beer and wine. Bastards.

He made his around the base of the wall, until he could see the main dwarven encampment set back from the city, a sprawl of tents and pavilions that stretched from Hangman’s Hill to the pastureland opposite the north gate. The mangonels were lime-colored outlines, and beyond them he could make out the huge form of the trebuchet that had breached the walls, and the even larger crane that was used to load it.

On the fringes of the camp blurs of red flitted about, too active for regular patrols, and he guessed they had to be Svarks in concealer cloaks like the one he wore. It was good to know he could see them but they couldn’t see him.

The rain came down hard, turning the ground to sludge, filling the depressions with water. A fork of lightning streaked across the sky, the bang that followed almost instantaneous as the storm came overhead. Shadrak ran toward the tents, noting how the patrolling blurs and the faster smudges of the Svarks headed for cover.

In among the tents, he slowed down the better to move quietly, though with the torrential downpour and the frequent thunderclaps, he could have yelled and stamped and no one would have heard. Deeper in and he lifted his goggles so he could focus on the red haze that hung above the camp. Hundreds of gossamer tendrils trailed beneath the evil-looking fog, twisting, combining, braiding together then thinning away to the single slender strand they sprouted from. This root strand projected from the roof of a pavilion, the canvas walls of which pulsated with a soft crimson glow as regular as a heartbeat.

Keeping his goggles raised atop his head, Shadrak made his way between tents, pausing and holding his breath as a dwarf stepped outside to piss.

As he drew nearer to the pavilion, the insect crawl of dread started at the base of his spine. He felt something almost tangibly rapping at the bones of his skull, seeking entrance. He set his jaw and did his best to ignore the sensation, trusting Nyra’s wards would do their job.

By now the storm head had blown out over the city, and the rain was no more than a light drizzle.

There was an ocras-armored dwarf lord on guard outside the pavilion.

Shadrak moved around to the side of the pavilion, crouched down beneath his cloak, and cut a flap out of the canvas with a dagger. A wave of malice blasted out and smothered him. He staggered back. Invisible claws raked at his scalp, ripped their way inside—not physically: there was no pain, no blood. Acid coursed through his brain—Nyra’s wards flaring into action. Shadrak fell to his knees, writhing in agony as talons lashed at flaming wards and the wards were snuffed out. A fist of darkness closed about his mind. Veins of red webbed its surface, expanding, filling his skull with their crimson glare. Anger welled within him. Rage, blind and insatiable. He surged to his feet, but invisible chains tightened about him, a soundless voice ordering him to wait, that soon there would be slaughter.

And then a man was standing before him, wispy, insubstantial as smoke. An ancient man, brown-skinned and naked save for a loincloth, and he knew he’d seen this man before. The old man sang softly in a croaky voice—the words a nonsense Shadrak didn’t comprehend. In one hand he held a gourd rattle, which he shook vigorously as he hopped from foot to foot. The red anger within Shadrak melted away. Invisible chains dissolved.

And he recognized the old man then: the Aculi Cleverman from the settlement in the Southern Crags: the man who had given Shadrak the painting of Nephirot. He opened his mouth to ask why the Cleverman was here, why he was helping, but the old man’s wispy form dispersed on the wind. The Cleverman’s song, though, lingered, echoing inside Shadrak’s skull.

Shadrak pulled back the flap he’d cut in the pavilion wall and ducked inside.

Within, the crimson glow was intense, almost blinding. The floor was spread with lush cushions, and at its center stood a bed with intricately woven covers, beneath which Shadrak could make out the bump of a body. Ragged snores came from the sleeper as they fidgeted and turned, head beneath the covers.

Beside the bed, floating in midair, was a black scepter, its butt ragged, as if it had been snapped in two at some time. An ebony serpent was carved around the scepter, fanged mouth gaping, forming a housing for the fist-sized ruby at the tip. The gem burned so fiercely, Shadrak had to look away, and even when his eyes adjusted, it was as though he viewed everything through a sheen of blood.

Unseen barbs pricked at his skin, but whatever the Cleverman had done to him had strengthened his mind, and the scepter’s malice was no more than an angry tide lapping at the edge of his awareness. On the balls of his feet, he crept closer, till he could see the details on the serpent, its carved scales inscribed with symbols from a long-forgotten language. Its tail was truncated at the same point the haft had been broken. He studied the cradle made by the serpent’s jaws. The fangs glistened with fluid—venom, perhaps—that oozed from channels within. The burning ruby nestled in the jaws looked to him a later addition. Within its depths a shadowy figure started to form.

He reached out and grabbed the haft… but his fingers met only air. He tried again, and again his fingers passed through the scepter as if it were an illusion. Like Nameless’s axe, he realized: solid and yet not. Only Nameless could hold the Axe of the Dwarf Lords—or another of Exalted blood. Was it the same with the scepter? After all, Thyenna—presumably the body beneath the covers—was Exalted, as was her sister Gitashan. But not Nyra’s father. He’d fled Tho’Agoth with the scepter, and he was a Slathian. Perhaps it decided who could hold it and who couldn’t. Or…

Shadrak remembered how Rah-Vos Dar had carried the Axe of the Dwarf Lords wrapped in cloth. He looked about for something he could use, but the shadow in the scepter’s ruby came sharply into focus—a mummified hag who pointed a curled yellow fingernail at him. A whisper emanated from the scepter, growing into a cry of alarm, a shriek of accusation.

“What?” the woman on the bed muttered sleepily, then with more urgency, “What’s happening? Guards!”

Shadrak heard the rustle of the door flap, the thud of armored feet, but he was already moving back through the opening he’d cut in the pavilion wall, then sprinting away between the tents toward the looming walls of Jeridium.

***

Nameless waited with Caelin and Nyra back at the north barracks, the Marshal sullen and nervous, Nyra tired and trying to cover her yawns. She was on her third beer, Nameless his fifth—or perhaps his sixth—when the door to Caelin’s quarters opened and Shadrak stepped inside, an icy gust of wind in his wake.

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you look like a half-drowned gibuna. Is it still raining?”

“No, it’s shogging sunshine and clear skies out there.” Shadrak removed his concealer cloak and slung it over the back of a chair, where it blended with the wood.

“No scepter?” Caelin said over her steepled fingers.

Shadrak slumped down into a chair, ignoring the question. “That from the warehouses?” he asked, eyeing the tapped keg on the table.

“Vagyria dropped it off for me,” Nameless said. “Nice lassie, very thoughtful.”

“Please tell me you didn’t,” Shadrak said.

“Didn’t what?”

“Never mind.” Shadrak grabbed the empty tankard from in front of Caelin and poured himself a beer.

“You don’t drink,” Nameless said—save for after the fright Brenitch had given him.

“Yeah, well, I do now.” Shadrak took a long pull on the beer and almost coughed it back up.

“So, what happened?” Nyra asked.

“Why? You planning on making a story out of it?”

“Maybe.”

“I didn’t get the scepter, that’s what happened.”

“But you saw it?” Caelin asked, leaning forward.

Shadrak grunted and took another swig of beer.

“Did my wards work?” Nyra asked.

“Lady, you’re a shit sorcerer. Maybe you should join the Academy.”

“Then how—?” Caelin started, but Shadrak cut her off.

“A Cleverman saved me. One of the Aculi.”

“Kadee’s people?” Nameless said. “Why would they help you?”

Shadrak shrugged. “It was the old man we saw in Vanatus, the one who gave me the painting of Nephirot.”

“And he’s here?”

“His spirit form was. Don’t know about the rest of him. The scepter did something to me. It smashed through your wards,” he said to Nyra. “I felt… anger, rage. Couldn’t do nothing without its permission. But then the Cleverman was there, singing, and whatever had hold of me fell away. I can’t explain it, but I will say this for that old Aculi: he was a shog sight more useful than your wards.”

Nyra smiled and shook her head. “That’s because I’m a musician, not a sorcerer. This stuff’s new to me, save for the things I learnt as a child.”

“Stick to music,” Shadrak said. “Maybe next time you can play the bad guys a lullaby and bore them to sleep.”

[He is lucky to have come back to us,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said. [I can feel the taint of the Deceiver clinging to him.]

“Mananoc?” Nameless said, and the others at the table looked at him.

[The reason Witandos created me and my siblings: to combat the evil the Deceiver had sown in Medryn-Tha when he created a stave of power and placed it in the hands of the Ravener.]

The Ravener had been a dwarf lord corrupted by Mananoc. With the serpent stave Mananoc gave her, the husks of Cerreth flocked to the Ravener’s side, and she led a great slaughter of her own people. She’d been the first threat to the dwarven race from within, but she’d not been the last, Nameless knew that only too well. The dwarves lost a third of their population. Hero after hero was slain, if not by the husks then by the power of the stave. Finally, Witandos intervened, fusing three of the greatest heroes of Gabala into weapons crafted from divine alloy: the Axe of the Dwarf Lords and her siblings, one in the form of a massive hammer, the other a staff.

“Nameless?” Nyra said. “What is it?”

He looked up from his beer and told them about the legend. “In the last battle, the serpent stave was cleaved in two and the Ravener slain.” He patted Paxy’s pommel. “By this old girl.”

[Ask Shadrak to describe the scepter,] the Axe of the Dwarf Lords said.

At Nameless’s prompting, Shadrak did: “Black haft, snake coiled around it, fist-sized ruby at its tip.”

[It is the cleft stave,] Paxy said, fear tingeing her inner voice. [Modified by the Witch Queen, it seems, but the same old evil. Before, with my siblings by my side, the stave was almost too much for us, but now… with them gone, and with the stave—the scepter—enhanced…]

Nameless relayed Paxy’s fears to the others.

Caelin chewed her bottom lip as she shook her head. “Is there anything we can do to counter the scepter? Nils and his sorcerers…”

[Nothing. There is nothing they can do.]

Nameless shook his head for Caelin’s benefit. “And you, lassie? Can you fight it?”

Paxy went quiet, and when Nameless gripped her haft it felt cold and lifeless.

“So, the Witch Queen has modified this ancient evil,” Caelin said, “to entice Otto Blightey from the shadows and drain his essence.”

“But Blightey didn’t take the bait,” Nyra said. “He must have known my father had been set up, permitted to escape from Tho’Agoth.”

“And yet the scepter has other powers,” Caelin said.

“The original power of the stave was to corrupt minds, fill them with malice and rage,” Nameless said. “It must be how Hekata N’Gat controls my people.”

“Destroy the scepter and the war is over,” Caelin said.

“Except you can’t,” Shadrak said. “My hand passed straight through it, like it weren’t even there.”

“Lassie?” Nameless said.

[The scepter is crafted from divine alloy. It can only be touched by those of Exalted blood. Those like the Ravener, or Thyenna and her sister. Or you.]

When Nameless relayed what the axe had told him, Shadrak replied, “Then take my concealer cloak, sneak into Thyenna’s tent and grab the shogging thing.”

[Please, my Exalted, do not do this.]

“Can your axe protect you from the malign influence Shadrak described?” Caelin asked.

“Lassie?”

Silence.

“She’s not talking to me,” Nameless said.

“Then, until she is,” Caelin said, “I suggest we continue with our plans. Thus far, there have been no signs that this scepter can do any more than incite rage and control minds. Nyra, in the morning go to the Academy. Work with Nils and his sorcerers to see if you can enhance your wards. Shadrak, do you have any way of contacting this Aculi Cleverman who helped you?”

“Nope.”

Caelin grimaced. She didn’t seem used to not having all the answers. How could even the greatest strategist plan for something like the scepter’s power?

“And if the dwarves come against us again, Nameless, if the scepter drives them on—”

“It will,” Shadrak said. “That much I felt when it nearly took me over. They’re coming, and soon.”

Caelin sighed at the interruption, then continued with her question. “Will your axe stand against the scepter?”

“Lassie?”

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords may have trembled in his grasp, but it was so slight a vibration that Nameless wondered if he’d imagined it. Paxy’s presence was gone from his mind. She’d retreated into herself, and he more than anyone could understand that.

“Well?” Caelin demanded.

“Oh, she’ll fight, Marshal,” Nameless said, sounding more certain than he felt. His next words were to benefit Paxy more than to reassure the others. “I’d trust this old girl with my life. Frequently have done, and she’s yet to let me down.”

 

 




FORTY-TWO

That evening, Nameless returned to the observatory dome, where Modlin opened the roof so he could sleep beside the Axe of the Dwarf Lords under the stars. The rain had passed, leaving the air crisp and fresh and carrying the faint aroma of loam from the Academy gardens. Paxy shouldn’t have needed the starlight, but Nameless was worried about her, and he didn’t know what else to do.

For a long while he stood, looking north across the city, where beyond the walls he could see the crimson haze that hung above the combined armies of Arnoch and Arx Gravis. His people. The last of the dwarves. The enemy.

Caelin was right: Thyenna wasn’t going to go for a long siege. The mangonels and trebuchet had been turned back toward Jeridium, and during the day reports had come in of hammering beneath the city walls, where the dwarves had resumed their undermining. From the battlements, with Caelin and Nils, Nameless had watched the dwarf lords and carls going through drills with their shield walls, and the evening had been filled with the scrape and grate of thousands of blades being whetted.

It wouldn’t be long now.

Shadrak had been unable to steal the ruby scepter away from Thyenna, and that felt like a bad omen to Nameless. Shadrak never failed at anything. Caelin the Cleaver also had a reputation for winning—she had never before been beaten. But neither of them had faced an artifact from pre-history before, one of the ancient powers crafted by the gods—for that’s what Mananoc the Deceiver was, same as Witandos, same as Nephirot, the old woman of the Aculi. Probably the same as Ush-Gog, Nameless thought with a sad smile, the god Rah-Vos Dar used to curse by.

How many gods there were was anyone’s guess, but he had no doubt they were real. He’d seen enough evidence of their meddling and their miracles during his younger days. And besides, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords had told him about her previous existence in Gabala, where as a woman she’d served alongside her two siblings in the court of Witandos.

Modlin returned with blankets for Nameless and fussed about him, making sure he was comfortable. Nameless yawned and thanked her, wanting to get off to sleep, but Modlin lingered, running a hand through her mousy hair and fiddling with the bristles on her chin.

Beneath the stars, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords started to glow, silver at first, but then golden. Nameless smiled at that. It meant she was contented. He reached out and patted her haft.

[I see no choice but to face the ruby scepter,] Paxy said, her voice in his mind unusually pensive. [I won’t let you down.]

“I know, lassie. I know.”

“Are you talking to the axe?” Modlin asked.

Nameless had already forgotten she was there. In the gentle radiance surrounding the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, Modlin’s blue eyes glinted with awe and fascination.

“Nils has told me so much about you and the axe. May I?”

Before Nameless could say anything, Modlin stooped down and reached for Paxy… and touched nothing but air.

“How can this be?” Modlin asked, scurrying back, hand covering her mouth. “I thought you dwarves hated sorcery.”

“It’s not sorcery, and don’t worry, it’s not you either. She’s just…” He thought about how to put it. Particular about who touched her might come across as rude. “She’s mine, is what she is. Mine and mine alone.”

“Like husband and wife?”

Nameless laughed. “Yes, I suppose you could put it that way!”

Modlin bade him goodnight and left Nameless lying there beside his axe, beneath the stars, wondering. Wondering if at long last he’d reached the end of his journey.

If he had, he was ready. More than ready, with Paxy by his side.

Again he reached out and touched her, leaving his hand atop her glowing blades. He felt strangely at peace, and as his eyes grew heavy with sleep, he thought of Cordy. Happy thoughts, for once not twisted into nightmare. Cordy’s face behind his eyelids was the last thing he saw before he drifted off. She was smiling at him.

And he knew he would see her soon. See her and everything would be all right.

***

Nyra rose before dawn, leaving the warmth of Caelin’s bed and throwing on her dress and boots. Caelin stirred, grunted something and rolled over.

The barracks were still, peaceful, the legionaries of the First Company yet to be summoned from their beds. The star-speckled sky was lightening to grey in the east, and the two smaller moons were still up—Ennoi a ghostly spectator; red Charos, Witandos’s warship, anchored in the calm, waiting for what was to come.

For it had been dreams of bloodshed that had awoken her, and a rising tide of malice. She’d seen the scepter, seen the rotting hag within the ruby at its tip, and she knew the command had been given. Today was the day the dwarves were going to attack.

Poor Caelin. She’d driven herself beyond her limits organizing the city’s defenses, readying a counterattack for each and every scenario, ensuring supplies were distributed, guarding against the agents of the Lich Lord within Jeridium’s walls. She’d met with her War Council daily, then with each of its members individually, at length, repeatedly. No stone was left unturned, nothing was left to chance. It was why Caelin had never been beaten, Nyra assumed; but winning all the time struck her as exhausting.

Each day, Caelin the Wayist retreated more into the mists of the past as the Cleaver stepped out of those same mists to resume her dominance. And with the Cleaver came the feral eyes, the urgent needs of the sluagh to hunt, to fight, to kill. Caelin had confessed as much to Nyra, begged for her help in containing her murderous nature. At first Nyra had assumed she meant sorcerous help, but Caelin made it clear she wanted the two of them to share a bed. The need was mutual. Nyra assuaged her grief in unabated passion, and each time the intermingling of their essence grew stronger. If not for all her losses, she might have been happy. If not for the war. If not for Caelin’s absolute need to win.

She walked to the old oak tree that stood against the barracks’ west wall and sat beneath its branches, lost in the interplay of essence flowing into her from the roots and back again. As it should be: a mutual give and take, not the violent theft she’d had to resort to since the flight from Malfen.

With Shadrak she had found a way to harness his own natural reserves of essence to fashion protective wards around his mind—for all the good they had done. It had taken only a tiny amount of Shadrak’s essence, and his reserves would easily be replenished by sleep. But, for the coming conflict, she knew she would need more than that, more than she could simply take from herself. And so once again she would steal and rape and repay with blood. There had to be a better way.

She smiled then, recalling how she had never cut herself when she infused her stories and music with essence—not a great deal, but just enough to beguile her listeners and make them see the scenes she described as if they were really present. She’d not thought about it before, but it seemed reasonable to suppose that essence came from her own natural reserves with no need to fill her well either before or after. Except that she’d never felt in the slightest bit depleted after her performances, merely tired. On the contrary, she’d felt invigorated by an invisible connection between her and the audience. She’d assumed it was some other mechanism, given her assumption that the humans, who comprised by far the largest part of her audiences, had so little essence of their own. But now she was beginning to wonder if her stories in some way tapped into those atrophied roots of essence and caused them to bud and flower.

And she couldn’t stop thinking about Shadrak’s account of the Aculi Cleverman succeeding in protecting him with song when her wards could not. Stick to music, lady, Shadrak had said derisively.

She knew she was onto something important, something she could one day draw upon and use—not just to empower her sorcery without the cost of blood, either. Perhaps this was the path to her dream of honing her craft, creating a shared experience with her audience through song and story, and in some way altering the fabric of reality. A different kind of magic, one that added something to the world, rather than simply used and consumed. Because the users and consumers were all of a kind. She’d seen the results of their constant taking for herself, not just in Xanthus, where sorcery and the harnessing of essence were viewed as a right, but in Otto Blightey, once a man, now a shadow clinging to existence at the expense of others. And Hekata N’Gat was no better.

Nyra remained beneath the oak, vacillating between hopes for the future and ruminations on her grandmother, her father, and most of all her mother, who had given her something else, besides the last dregs of her essence before she died. As with Clymathra’s unexpected gift of an empathic link with Sukhen, Amela’s passing had left Nyra with something more than grief, something more than a new chance at life. She couldn’t say what it was, only that it had changed her in some indefinable way, and that it was certainly, unequivocally, human.

By the time the suns burned the horizon red, the legionaries were up and about, emptying bedpans and dressing for their morning drills before breakfast.

The Nameless Dwarf arrived on foot. His chainmail hauberk glistened from a recent oiling, and he’d put on the red cloak of a legionary. Atop his head, his horned helm had been polished to mirror brightness. Even his beard looked combed and somehow—though she might have imagined it—a little less grey.

Nyra watched the legionaries practice with shield, sword, spear and axe, enjoying the way Nameless joked with them and softened even harsh criticisms of their sloppy technique with goodnatured humor. She knew she should have awoken Caelin so she could resume her own practice, but she wanted the Marshal to go on resting as long as she could.

After the legionaries had finished their practice, they gathered around her, begging for a story while their breakfast was prepared. It seemed the only time they had any respite from the hard training for war was when they were lost in one of her tales.

“What would you like to hear?” she asked, but before they could even begin to debate, Nameless said, “A story to put valor into a warrior’s heart. A tale of how a warrior should fight, no matter the odds. And how a warrior should die.”

Sober looks passed between the legionaries, and there was a seriousness in Nameless’s eyes Nyra had not seen before. Something passed between her and the former dwarven king, and she could tell that Nameless knew what she herself had gleaned from her dreams. He hadn’t just dressed to impress the legionaries or the others on the War Council. He’d dressed like a man who had entertained the thought that today he might die.

And so she crept back inside Caelin’s quarters to grab the lyre she’d borrowed and she began to sing the tale of a man fearless in the face of death, a hero, a legend of the sea.

Nameless smiled at her and shook his head when the song began, because it was a ballad she’d picked up from the dwarven skald Drin Druin during the brief time she’d spent as his apprentice. It was called The Death of Rabnar the Red.

When she finished and the legionaries were moving off to get their breakfast, Nameless said, “A good story.”

“You approve?”

It had been a tale of betrayal and pursuit, and a final epic battle in which the Watchful Wake had been overrun by one of the iron ships of Vanatus and boarded. There had been a fight to the death, and no one had fought more fiercely than Rabnar. Scimitar a flashing blur, he’d died surrounded by the corpses of his enemies, nicked by a poisoned blade that had slowly weakened him. But with his dying breath Rabnar had slain the captain of the iron ship, and his crew had emerged victorious.

“I remember it somewhat differently,” Nameless said.

“You were there?” Nyra felt the heat rush to her face. She’d known Drin Druin liked to embellish his tales, and she’d embellished it further herself. Quite a lot, actually. “I knew you had traveled with Rabnar, but you were with him at the end?”

“I won’t tell anyone if you won’t,” Nameless said, leaning in for a conspiratorial whisper, “but there was no glorious final battle. Rabnar died in bed. He had a weak heart, you see, from years of drinking.”

“Morning,” Caelin said from behind Nyra, and she turned to see the Marshal standing in the doorway of their quarters, yawning. “Seems I missed practice.”

“A good thing too,” Nameless said. “You looked exhausted yesterday, and we’re going to need all our strength for what lies ahead.”

“It’s today?” Caelin asked.

“Yes,” Nyra and Nameless said at the same time.

And she’d lost Caelin to the Cleaver before they even had a chance to break their fast together.

 

 




FORTY-THREE

The attack came two hours after dawn—a huge boulder that fell short then skidded and bounced into the city walls, shaking them and throwing up rock shrapnel, but the ocras lining held.

The trebuchet’s missile was obviously a signal for the rest of the dwarven army to advance. As Caelin watched from the north wall parapet, hundreds of carls came first, carrying portable palisades and enormous ladders. Next came a long line of archers, and behind them the brunt of the army, rank upon rank of heavily armored dwarves with painted round shields, wielding swords, spears and axes. Dotted throughout their lines were ocras-clad dwarf lords, and somewhere near the center, the crimson glare of the scepter held aloft.

Farther along the parapet, Colonel Farryl yelled at the legionaries of the First Company to ready their shields and to use the cover of the merlons. The Nameless Dwarf was among them, red cloak whipping and snapping in the wind, the early morning sun glinting from his horned helm. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords over one shoulder, he watched the enemy advance with studied patience. Caelin smiled at that. Nameless was the veteran of many battles. He knew the hard fighting was still a way off and wouldn’t waste nervous energy worrying about it.

The assassin Shadrak stood beside Nameless, the parts of him covered by the concealer cloak indistinguishable from the stone of the walls, but his pallid face clearly visible with the hood down. His lips were twisted into a tight smile, his pink eyes glittering and hard.

Toward the eastern extreme of the parapet, Nils and Nyra stood with dozens of Academy sorcerers who had come armed with all manner of amulets and trinkets—aids to the casting of their spells in the absence of an adequate well of essence to draw upon. Nyra needed nothing like that. She’d assured Caelin her well remained full after her mother’s gift of essence. Caelin hoped it would be enough. She couldn’t bear the thought of Nyra mutilating herself again, should she need to rake essence from the environment. Caelin had already told herself, if it came to it, she’d feed Nyra essence, as she’d done before, assuming she got the chance.

Below, inside the city walls, the Second and Third companies were in position, should there be another breach. The refugees’ repairs were the weak points. They had filled the gaps with mortared stone, but lacked the dwarves’ ability to work with the ocras that gave the walls their real strength.

Archers were arrayed on the rooftops. Many of the tributary streets and alleys had been barricaded so as to funnel the enemy in the direction of the north-city market plaza, where the legionaries of the Fourth and Fifth were concealed behind the buildings around the perimeter, and where the springald had been moved to an adjacent rooftop, along with members of the Watch with crossbows, and rogues from the guilds with slings and daggers. Shadrak had enticed them with the promise of pay from the city’s coffers, despite the Senate not being informed.

The dwarven archers came to a halt and aimed their bows high, sending a volley of arrows arcing toward the parapet.

“Shields!” Farryl barked.

Arrows skittered off the battlements, some slamming into shields and leaving them bristling. A few dropped toward the Academy sorcerers but incinerated before impact—the wards Nils had promised Caelin his people could protect themselves with.

Already a second volley was coming, but Caelin saw it for what it was: a diversion that permitted the ladder bearers to sprint for the walls behind the cover of the moving palisades. The huge arms of three mangonels sprang up in quick succession, slinging a hail of rocks high into the air and over the city walls. There was a thunderous din of cracking stone, punctuated by screams from the street.

Nils and his sorcerers unleashed streams of sorcerous fire, incinerating several ladders and the warriors carrying them, scorching the fronts of palisades, leaving smoke pluming from the wood and forcing their carriers to drop them.

Again, fire sprang from the fingers of the sorcerers, but this time the flames snaked over the heads of the dwarves, sucked greedily into the ruby atop Thyenna’s scepter.

Nils barked a command for the sorcerers to cease, but it was too late. Black threads erupted from the scepter and streamed through the air, snagging several sorcerers and lifting them from the parapet. The sorcerers thrashed and screamed, and one by one they dissolved into soot that drifted down to the ground. With each death, the ruby atop the scepter blazed brighter. More dark threads streaked out from it, and Caelin yelled a warning as another two sorcerers were whisked into the air and reduced to black dust. A third tendril came at Nils.

But then a voice rang out above the din, smooth and hypnotic. And as Nyra advanced along the parapet toward Nils, the tendril recoiled like a charmed snake, and then the rest of the tendrils whiplashed back into the head of the scepter.

Caelin expected to see Nyra double up and retch, but she didn’t, and when Nils stumbled, clutching his chest, the skald rushed to his aid before the surviving sorcerers formed a protective circle around them and Caelin lost sight of her.

Ladders clattered against the walls, dwarves howling like beasts as they swarmed up them. The top of a ladder appeared in the crenel to Caelin’s right, legionaries already struggling to push it away as a second appeared to the left. More and more ladders were thrown up against the battlements. Too many.

Caelin’s nostrils flared an instant before a horned helm came into view, and then the dwarf’s snarling face, eyes bloodshot and frenzied. Her sword rasped as she drew it, and she punched its tip through the dwarf’s mouth and out the back of his head. Blood frothed and bubbled into the dwarf’s beard, and he flailed wildly as a couple of legionaries pushed the ladder away from the battlements.

Farther along the wall, a burly dwarf woman made it to the parapet, scything all around her with a double-bladed axe. Two legionaries went down, their wounds wide and gushing, and then more dwarves followed the woman over the wall, until half a dozen held the parapet. Either side, ladders shook and rattled as dwarves swarmed up them.

Nameless saw the danger and bellowed a battle cry as he charged with Shadrak. The burly woman stepped in to meet Nameless with a swing of her axe, but he parried with such force, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords cleaved right through the haft and carried on into the woman’s neck. As Nameless ripped the blade free, he slammed his shield into the dying woman’s face and she crumpled against the battlements.

The rest of the dwarves tried to form a shield wall, but Shadrak was already in among them, dancing and stabbing with demonic glee. Two dwarves ran at Nameless, howling. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords swept down, shearing through one dwarf’s wrist, then Nameless reversed the path of his swing, slicing across the other’s belly. Chainmail tore like parchment, and blood spilled across the parapet.

Next thing, Colonel Farryl was there with twenty men, and the dwarves had nowhere to go. Within seconds, the section of the walkway was retaken and legionaries pushed ladders away from the wall. Dwarves screamed as they plummeted to their deaths.

Above the tumult, Caelin heard a distant command, the thud of a mallet, the spring of a gigantic throwing arm. The shadow of a colossal chunk of rock fell over the grounds outside the city, and then defenders cried out as it struck. The entire wall seemed to undulate. Caelin’s ears rang from the crash and cascade of masonry. Dust billowed, and when it cleared there was a jagged fissure in the curtain wall. Before the rock’s impact had fully abated, there came an explosion from below ground, a shock wave like an earthquake, and a massive section of the west wall collapsed. Finally, the dwarves’ undermining had paid dividends. Black smoke billowed into the sky. Men screamed as they fell from the parapet.

Caelin turned to look down at the street behind, where the captain of the Third Company barked orders and his men responded by forming a phalanx to plug the gap. Wooden dwarven shields collided with the bronze ones of the legionaries. Spears thrust, axes came down, heads snagging the rims of legionary shields and pulling them forward.

Nameless ran down the steps from the parapet, yelling at the legionaries, “Second rank, shields high. Catch those shogging axe heads!”

Shadrak, concealer cloak flapping behind him in a blur of shifting patterns, was close on Nameless’s heels, and together they pushed through the back ranks of the Third Company’s shield wall, making for the front.

***

The front of a shield wall wasn’t Nameless’s idea of a good place to be. Spittle and gore, piss and shit, push and shove and desperate blows. Blades hacked at ankles, thrust between shields, hammered against helms. The clangor of steel on steel, of wood on bronze, was deafening. Men screamed. Blood sprayed. Bodies pitched to the ground.

The legionary beside Nameless jerked and fell, a spear through his throat. Nameless swung for the belly of the dwarven carl with the spear, but Paxy’s blades scraped across the iron boss of a shield. The carl pulled back his spear to thrust again, but Shadrak was suddenly there in a lunging crouch, slashing a dagger across the dwarf’s shins. As the carl kicked out, Nameless slammed the Axe of the Dwarf Lords into his chest, then wrenched the blade free.

With no care for defense, Nameless hacked in front with abandon, Paxy singing a terrible song of death. And Shadrak was beside him, lunging low, spinning, stabbing high. Together they fought with such savagery that the dwarven front line fell back into the one behind.

Nameless snatched up a dropped wooden shield, yelling at Shadrak to get back and not seeing if he did or not. Legionary shields overlapped his round dwarven one, and the front ranks clashed again. The juddering impact of axes on the raised shields of the men behind. Grunts of effort. More push and shove. Spattering blood, curses and insults.

A crazed dwarven face peered over the top of a shield, bathed red in the haze that followed the enemy like a swarm of hellish flies. Nameless rammed his shield against the dwarf’s then swung Paxy upwards into his groin. The carl fell screaming, but another filled his place, eyes burning with rage, drool and froth soaking his beard.

Without warning, the legionaries lost their discipline, roaring as they hacked and stabbed with a fury. And Nameless felt it too: the boiling anger in his veins, the need to fight, to maim, to kill.

[It’s the red haze,] Paxy said. [The malice of the ruby scepter].

And she was right. Nameless could feel the crimson glow that covered the dwarven army infecting him, spreading its contagion through the defenders. In the raging chaos, without their cherished discipline, the legionaries could never hope to win.

Yet what could he do? His own bloodlust was too strong. He needed to keep on killing.

But then a haunting melody insinuated its way into his ears. A woman’s voice. Nyra’s. The words were softly spoken but deafeningly clear: the Ballad of Arios, the legendary Dwarven King.

Nameless realized he wasn’t the only one to hear it: the dwarves in the front ranks opposing him stood behind their shields, frowning in confusion, the red haze a retreating tide above their heads. And it was the same for the legionaries, a return to their senses that had them swiftly close up ranks and lock shields.

But the dwarves farther back, out of earshot, remained ravenous beasts beneath the crimson haze, and in their rage they pushed the front ranks forward, forcing them back into the fray.

***

Nyra knew what it was now as she sang her ballad and cast her spell over the warriors in hearing range. Knew why she’d woven her stories and songs with essence all this time and never suffered any ill-effects. Because the essence that powered her stories and made the tale come to life in the minds of her audience returned to her magnified tenfold. What she’d assumed was the intangible energy that passed back and forth between an audience and a performer was much more than that. Somehow, the emotion her tales evoked, the touch of her essence, quickened the latent essence of her listeners—essence most of them didn’t even suspect lay dormant within them.

And the dwarves, who loathed sorcery, had far greater stores of essence than the humans.

With the rage, the fear, all the emotions of battle, she felt the rebound of her essence like never before. Her well was filled to overflowing as she sang her song, and those who heard gave back more than they received. She could feel the essence bubbling up within the dwarves in the front ranks, in the legionaries, roiling and expanding.

Splitting off a stream of awareness as she sang, she racked her mind for a cant to project her voice. Her song rose in volume, ripples of calm pushing deep into the dwarven ranks. But then the cant dispersed into a chaos of unrelated words and symbols as filaments of crimson pierced her deep inside—the scepter fighting back. It scratched at her mind, ordering her to silence. Pain built in her head as she tried to shut out the scepter’s touch. She felt the Academy sorcerers trying to enhance her voice, project it out over the raging dwarves, but the scepter snuffed out their efforts with ease.

All she could do was to keep on singing to those within earshot, and hope that it would make a difference.

In the furious clash of shields, Nyra could see Nameless buffeted by the tide of warriors in front and behind, his axe a streak of lighting, cutting and chopping. The Nameless Dwarf, the greatest dwarven hero, slaying his own people by the dozen. This tale, she knew, would not end well.

As she watched, Nameless went down, a barrage of blows hammering into his shield and crushing him to his knees. Shadrak darted forward to protect him, stabbing, stabbing, stabbing, until a spear caught him in the shoulder and spun him around. Nameless got to his feet and pulled Shadrak back before he once more threw himself into the chaos at the front of the shield wall.

And still the dwarves came on, only the front few ranks hearing her song, the red tide receding from above them. The armies of Arnoch and Arx Gravis converged upon the breach Nameless and the legionaries were desperately trying to hold—thousands of enraged carls and lords. And at their rear, held aloft in Thyenna’s hand, the ruby scepter, blazing like a sun of blood, casting its crimson pall overhead.

A trumpet blared. Caelin had decided it was time to send the Illian cavalry out through the west gate to smash the thin dwarven lines there and come around the wall to attack the right flank of the main force.

A second trumpet sounded, this time from the east, and Nyra knew things were desperate. For not only had Caelin ordered the Illians to fight outside the walls, but now she was sending the entire First Cohort through the east gate to come hard at the dwarves’ left flank.

Nyra’s song faltered, and then she had no more words to sing. This was it, the last desperate gamble that Caelin had hoped never to use. In response to cries and more trumpets relaying orders, she looked down from the parapet, back across the street, where the Fourth and Fifth Companies rushed from the market plaza to lend their weight to Nameless’s shield wall.

The ground outside the city walls shook. The sound of a great wave rolling in and, instead of breaking, becoming the thunder of hundreds of hooves. The Illian cavalry came into view, galloping around from the west side, Darik Gan at their head as the riders closed into a wedge.

The dwarven right flank was still wheeling to face the danger when the First Cohort came around the city’s east side, a loose shield wall eight ranks deep and at least fifty men wide.

And then the Fourth and Fifth reached the rear of Nameless’s shield wall holding the breach against the enemy center. They added their weight to the push and shove, and slowly, inch by hard fought inch, the dwarves began to fall back into the trap Caelin had set for them.

Illian riders slammed into their right flank, the First Cohort into the left. The slaughter was horrific, and Nyra looked away, retching this time not from lack of essence but from the sight of so much death. It wasn’t like this in the stories. It was never like this. The dwarven center narrowed as its sides were cut down, and then they turned and ran, their massed reserves storming forward to cover their retreat.

The Illians wheeled to pursue them, but waves of chariots streamed around from the enemy’s rear, pulled by the huge battle goats that she and Caelin had seen outside Xanthus. Clods of earth flew up from pounding hooves as the chariots raced ahead of the advancing dwarven reserves. Darik Gan’s riders broke off their pursuit and galloped back towards the city.

The dwarves were far from finished. They still massively outnumbered the defenders, and their lines were quickly reforming.

Nameless’s shield wall pulled back to the breach, while the horses and the First Cohort veered away either side, not back behind the city walls, but to the extreme left and right of Nameless’s position in the center.

There was a flurry of activity on the parapet all around Nyra now as the archers who had been stationed on the rooftops across the street came to take up positions between the merlons, each bowman flanked by legionaries of the First Cohort.

The ground before the walls was littered with the dead of both sides, but it was the dwarves who had suffered most in that last clash. Nyra could see how Caelin had earned her reputation: it was all about planning for every situation, and her near-perfect sense of timing. The dwarves should have been hesitant now, reluctant to risk losing more warriors in another assault, but the red haze glared above them, and they advanced in time to its pulsating light.

Nyra saw Nameless front and center of the shield wall, one horn of his now tarnished helm broken off, blood streaking the grey in his beard. He looked tired, and much older than he had in the thick of the fighting. He stared out over the field of the dead, shaking his head with disbelief, or perhaps despair.

Nyra squeezed past the archer at a crenel, peering down at Nameless, sensing even from such a height his great sorrow. She started to sing a gentle lament under her breath, sending it to his ears with a drop of her own essence, intending it to comfort him. But as it had done when she sang during the fight, and as it had always done during her performances, even when she’d not realized it, her essence flowed back to her… much more than she had given.

As the dwarven line advanced to within twenty yards of his front rank, Nameless cast a look up at the parapet, straight at Nyra. He’d heard her song, but it wasn’t comfort she saw in his eyes: it was grim resolve.

Something intangible passed between them then, and Nyra knew exactly what Nameless planned to do, and that he needed her with him in order to do it.

She spun away from the battlements, running for the steps down to the street. Nils, grey-faced and slumped against a merlon, called out to her not to go, but the Nameless Dwarf, the hero of so many of her stories, needed her, and she wasn’t going to fail him.

 

 




FORTY-FOUR

Blood spattered Paxy’s blades, running down the haft and over Nameless’s hand. Dwarven blood. In the past, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords had never stained, never tarnished—some quality of the divine alloy she had been forged from resisting all taint and impurity. But not now. Now she was painted red, and through his grip on her, Nameless could feel the thrum of her anger and grief. Witandos had created the axe to aid the dwarves against Mananoc, not to slaughter them. Worse, though, was the low, mournful keening in his head: the sound of Paxy’s despair.

Across the corpse-strewn battlefield, the dwarves advanced, weapons clashing against shields, bestial howls coming from the lips of frenzied carls and lords. Caelin had bloodied them, killing hundreds, but they wouldn’t stop. Not with the ruby scepter pulsating, a malevolent heart in the army’s midst.

All that the dwarves feared and loathed drove them on: sorcery, ancient and evil. It had turned them into demons, with no thought to the consequences of what they did here, of where this last great battle would lead. Because if they had known, as Nameless knew, that win or lose today, the dwarves were finished as a race, they would have wept, as he wept now.

The legionaries all around him pressed closer together, overlapping their shields, readying for the collision with the dwarven line crossing the ground between them. Nameless felt rather than saw the added weight of the Fourth and Fifth companies behind, lending enough mass to his shield wall to punch through the dwarven center.

To his left, he could see Darik Gan leading his few hundred cavalry in a wide arc to flank the dwarves, while far to the right, the legionaries of the First Cohort were formed up in staggered phalanxes.

Caelin the Cleaver had never lost a battle, and Nameless could see why. Even with fewer numbers, Caelin had utilized the walls for defense, but always with one eye on a counterattack. Her timing for that first strike back had been perfect. And now that such a large section of Jeridium’s walls had collapsed, the Marshal wasted no more effort on defense. Now it was all-out attack, and it was going to be bloody.

A commotion from behind, the sound of a woman’s voice demanding to be let through, caused Nameless to take a deep breath. She’d understood his need, then. It was a relief tinged with dread, but it had to be done. A king, no matter how former, was charged with the protection of his people, even if it came at a cost.

“You can do this, lassie?” he asked the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

[If you are with me.]

Nyra pushed through to the front rank beside him, breathless, eyes widening as the dwarven line let out a fierce roar and charged.

And Nyra began to sing.

It was the song of Witandos’s victory against the old gods, his conquest of Gabala, and the founding of the limitless halls into which he welcomed the dead to an eternity of feasting.

Nameless stepped forward, ahead of the front rank of the shield wall, and Nyra came with him, voice sonorous and beguiling. But her song wasn’t intended for Nameless. It was aimed at the raging dwarves.

Just before the two armies clashed, the center of the dwarven line faltered and then buckled, the red haze above them receding. And where the haze no longer hung, the bewildered dwarves parted, leaving a corridor for Nameless and Nyra to pass into, even while the rest of the blood-crazed horde swept around both sides and smashed into the legionaries’ shield wall. Battle raged around Nameless and Nyra as they advanced into the dwarven ranks, carls and lords stepping back from them while in earshot of Nyra’s song, then closing in behind to resume their frenzied attack.

Nameless turned to see that Shadrak was there beside him, one arm hanging limp and useless from where he’d been struck in the shoulder, dagger in the other hand.

“I let you down once before,” the assassin explained. “Ain’t gonna happen again.”

All around the three of them, the red haze recoiled from the melody leaving Nyra’s lips. Snarling dwarves quieted and stood aside, creating a pocket of tranquility within the seethe and the slaughter.

The massed dwarves staggered under a tremendous impact, and Nameless guessed that the Illian riders had slammed into their right flank. The clash and ring of blades, the clack of shield on shield, came from behind and left and right: the deafening din of crashing waves.

And still they pressed forward, Nameless leading, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords clasped in one hand, trembling, smeared with blood, Nyra singing, her voice beginning to quaver with strain or fear, Shadrak a scowling presence, half-obscured by his concealer cloak.

The crimson glare of the scepter drew them on, bleeding through the gaps between the shields of the dwarves, reflecting in their eyes. The red haze above swirled like blood in water.

Nyra stumbled. Her voice cracked, but she went on singing.

And then they were through, the last dwarves parting to reveal a line of six ocras-clad lords in front of Thyenna and her sister Gitashan. The ruby scepter in Thyenna’s hand burned with an infernal ferocity untouched by Nyra’s singing. Tendrils of red mist snaked from it towards Nameless. The crimson cloud overhead plummeted. Nyra’s song became a choke, then a desperate wail.

Shadrak swore as the ranks they had passed through began to turn back toward them, the dwarves wild-eyed and foaming at the mouth. But then they faltered as Nyra once more found her voice.

Paxy bucked in Nameless’s grip, recoiling as Thyenna pointed the scepter straight at him, and the dwarf lords charged.

Not knowing any other way, Nameless roared a stream of insults and charged too, a bull-rush born of desperation and battle-lust and singleminded focus on what needed to be done. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords blazed with golden fire, as she used to in her heyday, no longer afraid now that the fight was upon them.

Nameless smashed his shield into the dwarf lords, his momentum carrying him through their line toward Thyenna. Blades hammered into his back—bruising blows from the turning lords that failed to pierce his mail. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a blur of movement, but he kept on powering straight at Thyenna and swung the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in a murderous arc.

Gitashan stepped in front of her sister, her scimitar meeting Nameless’s axe. Sparks flew. Golden fire blazed. Gitashan pivoted and sent a vicious riposte at Nameless—a killing blow. But before she completed her swing, the Queen jerked suddenly, blood frothing from her open mouth. Shadrak appeared from behind her, only half seen in his concealer cloak—the blur of movement Nameless had glimpsed. Shadrak’s eyes widened, and he lunged past Nameless, screaming bloody fury at the dwarf lords rushing in from behind.

And in that instant, before the lords could cut down his old friend, before their blades could take him in the back, before the crimson haze could overwhelm Nyra and bring the horde flooding over them, Nameless feinted at Thyenna then swung with all his might. Axe met scepter in a concussive impact. Gold and scarlet exploded across his vision. The ground buckled and shook. Cries and screams. The clatter of falling weapons. The thud of thousands of bodies hitting the earth.

***

Nameless opened his eyes a crack, then blinked till the flash-blindness passed. He was lying on his back beneath the brightest sky he’d ever seen. A blue sky, no sign of the crimson pall that had hung above the dwarven army.

His head flopped to one side, and he found himself looking into Thyenna’s white and vacant eyes. Shock was etched permanently into the dead queen’s face. Around her on the ground, the shattered black fragments of the scepter, a dull red powder among them—all that was left of the ruby.

Nameless still clutched the haft of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, no longer thrumming. The twin blades were broken in two, both halves lying forlorn upon the earth.

He tried to sit up, but he lacked the strength.

Shadows fell over him—dwarf lords and carls—pressing in close, peering down at him. The madness had left their eyes, and many of them were openly weeping. Only then did Nameless realize the fighting had stopped.

He could hear Shadrak saying something in his ear, but couldn’t turn his head to see him. The assassin’s words came from far away.

A woman began to sing The Last Days of Arios. Nyra’s voice. A sad lament. A requiem for a king.

He heard Nils, out of breath from running: “Nameless! Oh my gawd, is he—?”

“Dead,” Caelin said. That one word echoed along winding, unseen corridors. “Dead… dead… dead…”

And then the echo gave way to the gentle lapping of waves on the shore, and the cool breeze carried with it the tang of brine.

 

 




FORTY-FIVE

Nameless stood on the shore of the Sea of Weeping, gazing at the ship emerging from a bank of mist on the horizon. A dwarf woman he’d not seen before stood beside him. She wore a fur-trimmed black cloak above a mail shirt and leather britches. Her silver hair was braided into thick ropes, bound with copper thread, the skin of her face unblemished ivory. She turned to look at him and smiled, a radiant smile that reached her sparkling green eyes.

“Paxy?”

She touched his cheek, then guided his eyes back out to sea, where the ship had crept up on the shore as if distance held no meaning. Its single sail billowed in the breeze, emblazoned with the Flagon of Plenty symbol of Witandos. A dwarf in a horned helm stood at the prow, a white-cloaked and hooded figure seated at the gunwale behind him.

“We’re dead, aren’t we, lassie?”

Paxy’s jaw tightened, but her eyes remained riveted to the approaching ship.

Nameless caught a whiff of something rotten in the air. He glanced over his shoulder, where a dozen ocras-armored dwarf lords stood watching him through the slits in their great helms. They weren’t quite solid.

“Don’t look at them,” Paxy said, taking a strong grip on his arm.

He turned a third time toward the sea, and found the ship had beached.

As Paxy led the way toward the ship, the dwarf in the horned helm jumped down to the sand. He wore a white surcoat over a patched and rusty mail hauberk. Beneath his helm, his eyes were the color of rain clouds, his beard the color of steel.

The white-cloaked figure—also a dwarf—held out her hand and helped Paxy aboard. Nameless went to follow, but the old dwarf stepped in front of him.

“Are you done?”

“Done?”

“With Medryn-Tha. With Aosia.”

“I have a say in the matter? I thought I was dead.”

“The scadu are dead,” the old dwarf said, “yet they remain.”

“In that case, I’m done,” Nameless said.

The old dwarf turned to face the hooded woman, who now stood on the shore. “Be quick,” he growled as he went aboard.

The woman glided across the sand toward Nameless. He already knew who it was before she pulled down her hood.

His eyes filled with tears, blurring her golden hair, her brilliant blue eyes. He shook as he started to sob.

“Silly shogger,” Cordy said, dabbing a tear from his cheek.

“I was hoping…” Nameless said.

“Hoping what, love?” She was weeping now, same as him, but through her tears she smiled.

“The baby?” Nameless asked.

“A fine lassie, all grown up.”

“How’s that possible?” The child hadn’t even been born.

“Witandos is real, Nameless. I’m not sure if he’s a god, but he’s like nothing we could have imagined. Mananoc is real too, and so many others like them.”

“Our daughter didn’t come with you?”

“She couldn’t.” Cordy’s eyes glistened, but not with grief. With pride.

“Witandos sent her to Aosia, didn’t he?” As he’d sent Paxy and her siblings all those centuries ago. Nameless’s voice trembled with anger. “What did he make her into? A hammer? A spear? Please tell me it wasn’t a poxy sword.”

Cordy chuckled, grabbed a fistful of his beard and kissed him on the forehead. “None of the above. All I know is that she is needed.”

“And Thumil?”

She smiled as she nodded. “He’s waiting for you.”

“Are we going to have a problem?”

“Over me?” And now she laughed. “Gabala’s not like that, and even if it were, Thumil’s not. And neither’s Mala.”

Nameless swallowed a lump in his throat. He expected a resurgence of the guilt, the anguish, but it was gone. All he felt was peace.

“Please tell me you’ve not changed your mind,” Cordy said.

Nameless glanced behind at the spectral figures of the dwarf lords. “And end up like them? No, lassie, it’s time.”

She clasped his hand and squeezed it tight, then together they walked down the beach toward the ship.

***

Shadrak didn’t cry. He didn’t do tears. Instead, he felt an odd blend of awe and relief as he cradled Nameless’s head and whispered, “You did good, you stupid shogger. You did good.”

The clash of armies had given way to Nyra’s grief-filled song. The dwarves of Arnoch and Arx Gravis stood with the legionaries of Jeridium, heads bowed in silence.

Something special had happened here. Something world-changing. The stuff of legends.

Shadrak glanced numbly at the broken blades of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. The haft clutched in Nameless’s lifeless hand seemed to make things more real. Awe gave way to a twist in his guts, a pressure behind his eyes. Hand shaking, he thumped Nameless in the chest. The dwarf twitched, seemed to groan as air rushed from his lungs.

“He’s breathing!” he said, turning around to see who’d noticed.

“Shadrak…” Nils Fargin knelt beside him.

“He breathed, I tell you. He shogging—”

Nils put a hand on his shoulder.

And Shadrak started to sob.

 

 




AFTERMATH

A week after the battle, Nyra found herself traveling to the Ravine City with a sizable force of dwarves, Wayist healers, Nils Fargin, and twenty sorcerers from the Academy, among them Drekas the Blind, a sharp-tongued old man who was purportedly an expert in all things Otto Blightey. By the way Drekas constantly ogled her, Nyra had to assume there was nothing at all wrong with his eyesight.

With Thyenna and Gitashan both dead, the dwarves had assembled a Council of Twelve to govern them, and the Council had decreed that Otto Blightey be driven out of Arx Gravis while he was still weak. A third of their remaining force was tasked with the mission, while another third had set off for Arnoch, taking their deceased former king with them. And they had taken the haft and blades of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, now no more than dead divine alloy that anyone could touch, destined to become a relic. The rest of the dwarven army had gone with Caelin to Tho’Agoth.

The roots of Arx Gravis were deathly quiet when they arrived. Every inch of the catacombs was searched, every nook and cranny, yet they found no sign of the Lich Lord or the scadu he commanded, only the cracked stone sarcophagi and crumbling bones of ancient dwarves.

Several times Nyra felt the touch of a finger not of the flesh on a nerve not of the body, but whenever she turned to look, the sensation was gone. It could have been a residue of the Lich Lord’s dissipating essence, she told herself, or her mind playing tricks on her.

As they left the cavern, a chill brushed against Nyra’s skin, and icy worms writhed within her belly. She doubled up and vomited.

A Wayist healer examined her with hot hands that effused a pearly light. As her palm passed over Nyra’s stomach, the woman recoiled. “Vileness,” she uttered. “Rot.”

Nyra panicked, thinking of the cancer that had eaten her mother from within.

But then the woman gave a self-effacing grimace accompanied by the shake of her head.

“Forgive me,” she said. “Must be the atmosphere down here, affecting my senses. There’s nothing wrong with you, Nyra. The Way has smiled upon you. You’re pregnant.”

Pregnant? But that was impossible. Nyra had been careless in the past, but it had been a long time since she’d lain with a man. Her last moment of intimacy had been with Caelin, and Caelin most certainly couldn’t have been responsible.

Then either the healer was mistaken, or something was wrong here.

Something was very wrong.

***

For three days Shadrak followed the Aculi Cleverman north. It was time to return a favor.

The Cleverman was flesh and blood now, no longer traveling in the spirit, and yet he strode ahead effortlessly, while Shadrak had to struggle to keep up. They ate grubs and tubers, the odd handful of berries, and they stopped to fill their gourds from clear running streams.

When they arrived at the coast, they took a canoe to the Broken Isles, where the Aculi people fleeing the Vanatusian Empire had settled generations ago.

The people of the isles lived simply, in bark shelters, fishing in the Sea of Weeping, gathering fruit and mending nets. On the surface, a quiet life of tranquility and self-sufficiency, but as the Cleverman told Shadrak, the Aculi were a mystical people from the least among them to the wisest of their Cleverfolk.

Canoes came in from the neighboring islands, and the tribes gathered so they could commune with the goddess Nephirot.

In the morning, the Cleverman informed Shadrak that Nephirot had spoken, and that her words were for him.

The Vanatusian Empire had emerged from a long period of civil war, the old man told him, and was now ruled by the Patriarch of the Church of the Way. Already, the crimson-skinned Zawalians were under a new wave of persecution, many of them enslaved, and, according to Nephirot, the Aculi were next. After that, it was only a matter of time before the Empire turned its attention to Medryn-Tha.

“Out of honor for your foster mother—known to me and much loved—” the Cleverman said, “and in payment for the aid I gave you outside Jeridium, you must travel to the ancestral lands of our people and join them against the coming storm. They have need of your talents.”

“I don’t think so,” Shadrak said as he stood to leave. “Other commitments.” A business proposal from an old enemy turned friend—someone he’d presumed long dead. And then there was the small matter of the Senate, who still hadn’t paid him.

“Nephirot commands it!”

“Then Nephirot can go shog herself,” Shadrak said. “And before you ask, I’m borrowing a canoe.”

He expected the Aculi to stop him, but they simply stood and watched him go, the Cleverman bobbing his head and looking not the least bit concerned.

***

Caelin covered her mouth and nose as the dwarves opened the Witch Queen’s sarcophagus and the stench of rot rolled over her. She would never have come, had Bishop Aldrich not commanded her. Tho’Agoth was a city of the dead. Nothing lived here. Even the light of the suns seemed to shun the place, and it was eerily silent. “Consider it your penance,” the Bishop told her at the tribunal. As if she’d not already done enough!

All around the crypt, armored dwarves flickered in and out of reality in the light of the guttering lanterns they’d brought with them. The oil was running low after endless hours searching the passageways beneath the derelict palace, until at last one of the sappers had discovered the concealed entrance to the crypt.

Inside the sarcophagus, Caelin could see mottled bandages, tufts of grey hair poking between them, yellowish fingernails curled like claws. A gurgling hiss sounded from the mummy, causing her to step back and draw her sword.

“Torch it,” she said.

A dwarf slung his lantern into the sarcophagus. Rather than the glass shattering, the lantern hung suspended in midair. Caelin thrust her sword down into the mummy’s heart. Only, she couldn’t. The tip of her blade wavered an inch from the mildew-speckled bandages.

She glanced fearfully at a couple of dwarves, who swallowed and stepped forward, swinging massive hammers at the sides of the sarcophagus. The hammerheads stopped as if they’d struck an invisible cushion surrounding the stone.

The room darkened as one of the lanterns died, then another.

“Let’s go,” Caelin said.

As they reached the concealed door, she addressed the head sapper, a bow-legged dwarf who’d done nothing but talk about blowing things up the whole way here.

“Collapse the crypt,” she said.

“My pleasure.”

“And then the entire palace.”

The sapper grinned from ear to ear. “Lassie, you just made my day.”

As they emerged into the dismal twilight that hung perpetually over the city, the first muffled boom sounded from deep within the palace.

“Will it work?” a dwarf asked as Caelin strode away and the small army followed without question.

“Will it kill the Witch Queen? I doubt it.” With all her sluagh abilities, Caelin still had no idea how to slay that which was already dead. “But it’ll be harder for people to find her—idiot sorcerers and the like.”

And, hopefully, being buried beneath a mountain of rubble would dampen Hekata N’Gat’s influence in the world.

But things were seldom that simple.

 

 




EPILOGUE

After they returned the Nameless Dwarf to Arnoch, Nils Fargin wrote in his notebook, they reunited him with his wife, whose remains had been brought back from Arx Gravis during the time Nameless and I were at sea with Rabnar.

Nils chewed the end of the ocras pen Silas Thrall had given him when he’d first started to learn his letters; the same pen Ilesa had stabbed Otto Blightey with and saved Nameless from having his soul ripped out. Ilesa had never believed in herself, but Nameless had.

As he thought about what to write next, Nils was only dimly aware of the clink of glasses, the hubbub of voices, the hypnotic melody Nyra sang to the assembled dignitaries from Jeridium, the hundreds of dwarves from Arnoch and Arx Gravis, the Laird of Illius and his entourage, and representatives from all across Medryn-Tha.

Modlin had tried to dissuade Nils from coming. Though the chest pain he’d experienced during the battle had been but a scare, she was worried about his heart. “You’re too old to travel across Cerreth,” she’d told him, and Nils had disagreed. Since Rah-Vos Dar’s ministrations, he felt better than he had in decades, and he wouldn’t have missed saying a proper goodbye to his old friend for anything.

It was a miracle the Council of Twelve had only taken three months to organize the memorial; the way Nameless described their endless debates, it could have easily taken them three years.

The venue took up the entire top level of Arnoch’s tallest tower. It had once been a hangar for a gigantic airship. Nameless had flown in that airship to confront the five-headed dragon that almost destroyed the city. At some point the dwarves had converted the hangar into a beer hall. The roof was a copper dome, like that of the observatory back at the Academy, only on a much larger scale. It was open to the sky, exposing the guests to the dwindling light of the twin suns.

The center of the hall was dominated by a granite statue of Nameless holding a flagon aloft. It was a good likeness, even down to the gut. A shog sight better than the travesty the Senate had commissioned outside of Jeridium after the defeat of Sektis Gandaw. Reliquaries sat at the statue’s base: ocras caskets that contained the bones of Nameless and Cordy. Atop a raised plinth, the broken blades of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords were on display, the once golden divine alloy now dull and grey.

“Not socializing?” Modlin said, leaving the crowd she’d been mingling with and approaching Nils.

“I’m jotting it all down,” he said. “Making notes for my new book.”

“The Life and Times of the Nameless Dwarf,” Modlin said, feigning a yawn. “When will I ever hear the end of it?”

“It’s important to me. Nameless was my—”

“I know,” Modlin said, pressing a finger to his lips. “And that makes it important to me too. Did I ever tell you I saw his dwarfhood when he got out of the bath?”

“I don’t think I want to know.”

“Might be a useful detail for your readers? No? I can’t even get a smile out of you?”

“What’s there to smile about?”

Modlin leaned in for a kiss, at the same time snatching his book and tucking it under her arm. As their lips met, Nils shut his eyes. For a fleeting moment he felt young again, like the unlettered lad who’d followed Nameless across the Farfall Mountains. How that adventure had changed him—for better and for worse. And as always, he thought about what had happened to poor Silas; what had almost happened to Nils himself when he’d fallen under the spell of Blightey’s grimoire.

“What’s wrong?” Modlin asked, pulling away. “You’re trembling.”

Nils glanced up at a flutter of shadows—wisps of cloud passing overhead. “Brrr!” he said, rubbing his arms. “It’s blinking cold with the roof open.”

“Come on, old man,” Modlin said, “a stiff drink’ll warm your cockles.”

On the way to the bar, Nils noticed a dwarf in a black cloak watching him—a svark, or someone doing a good impression of one. He suddenly felt guilty, as if he’d done something wrong and been found out, but then the dwarf dipped his eyes. It wasn’t accusation Nils had seen, it was something else, and he couldn’t stop fretting about what it was as Modlin pulled out a barstool for him and tried to get the server’s attention.

Nils glanced around at the guests, relieved to take the weight off his feet. In amongst the crowd he glimpsed a smattering of white: dwarven councilors, Jeridium senators, Caelin Claver and Bishop Aldrich, representing the Church of the Way. Crannock the Warmonger sat by himself, plate piled high with food, tankard full to the brim, fat weedstick pluming smoke from an ashtray. Nils’s eyes tracked a white toga as Senator Cletchin followed Shadrak the Unseen to one side. Words were exchanged, then Cletchin handed over a coin purse. It had taken awhile, but Shadrak always got what he was owed.

“You was with King Nameless, wasn’t you?”

Nils turned on his stool to see an old dwarf, beside him a younger dwarf with a shield.

“Sorry?”

“Fuer Rangin,” the old dwarf said. “And this is my boy, Olf. Show him, son,” he told the young dwarf, who held out the shield for Nils to see. The rim was buckled, the boss scratched and chipped, but the willow boards had been replaced and freshly painted. “This here’s the shield I loaned King Nameless outside Jeridium, when he put Lord Beogrun in the ground. Olf fixed it up good. Thought you might like to see.”

“It’s… nice,” Nils said. “Hopefully there’ll be no need to use it anytime soon.”

“Oh, this shield ain’t for fighting. It’s an heirloom now. Lives above the hearth at home.”

As the father and son continued on their rounds, showing off the new relic to anyone who cared to see, Nils saw Shadrak now speaking with the faen, Abednego, who had once disguised himself as a dwarf called Stupid. Despite the name, Abednego was no fool. Like the rest of his kind, he was an arch manipulator. The faen’s grey dreadlocks hung down to the hem of his white robe. Apparently, he was once more a member of the Council of Twelve, the only non-dwarf ever to hold the office.

“Here,” Modlin said, handing Nils a beer and waiting for her own tankard to be refilled.

Together, they edged closer to Nyra, a spellbound audience around her as she sang a song based on Nils’s account of his first adventure with Nameless. It was the part when Ilesa and Nameless were marooned on an island in the middle of a lake, with a gigantic serpent patrolling the waters.

“Did you really write that?” Modlin asked. “It’s very good.”

Nils puffed out his chest with pride. “Nyra might have embellished it a little.”

“You’re not wrong there.”

It was the black-cloaked dwarf who’d spoken.

“Wait here,” Nils told Modlin, passing her his drink. He started towards the dwarf, who turned and slipped into the crowd.

“Hang on!” Nils called out as he pushed and shoved his way between the guests.

On the other side, he saw the dwarf disappear into a recess in the hangar wall. Nils hesitated on the threshold, turned back to see if anyone was watching, but the guests seemed oblivious.

“Don’t go pissing your pants like you always used to,” the dwarf said from inside.

“Pissing my… Who are you?” Nils asked as he entered the alcove.

Banks of levers and rows of crystal studs covered the walls, though what they were for was anyone’s guess. The dwarf leaned against a panel, arms folded across his barrel chest. The air around him shimmered. Brown eyes turned green. The beard retracted, giving way to smooth olive skin. Shoulders narrowed, barrel chest turned womanly, black hair fell beneath the shoulders, and four feet in height grew closer to six.

“Ilesa!”

“Shouldn’t you be dead by now, Nils?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t you? At least I look my age.”

She shrugged. “I’m a shifter, in case you’ve not noticed.”

“Fair point. Remember how Nameless used to like it when you did the butt and beard thing?”

That elicited a smile, though she was clearly doing her best to hold back tears.

“Came to pay my respects,” she said. “But I don’t do well in crowds. Good seeing you, Nils.”

“Good seeing—”

Before he could finish, the air shimmered again and she was a fly flitting toward the open roof.

“The past never fully leaves us,” a nasally voice said from behind. “And at every moment, the present cedes ground to the future.”

Nils turned to see Abednego looking up at him with pebbly black eyes. “That your way of saying I’m a leftover from another era and should bugger off and die?”

“That was not my intention,” the faen said. “Though it is undeniable you would not have lived so long without… assistance.”

“You know about the grimoire?”

“I was surprised you were able to free yourself from its hold.”

“Not as useless as I look.”

“You never were.”

“I don’t know about that,” Modlin said, approaching out of the crowd. “Hope you don’t mind, Nils, but I finished your drink. And you are?”

But the faen was gone.

“Who was that?”

“Just some conniving little git,” Nils said.

“And the other one—the dwarf in the black cloak?”

“It wasn’t a dwarf.”

“Have you been smoking somnificus?”

“You’ve heard me talk about….”

Nyra’s song ended and the hall plunged into silence.

“Come on,” Modlin said, taking his hand and leading him away from the alcove. “I think it’s started.”

Guests were gathering around the statue of Nameless.

“Here!” Senator Cletchin called, waving Nils and Modlin into the front rank, along with Bishop Aldrich and Crannock the Warmonger. They were flanked by the twelve members of the dwarven council, including Abednego, a smug look on his face.

Servers moved among the guests, handing out fresh flagons of beer as if it were a religious ritual. When they were done, the servers retreated to the bar, and the Voice of the Council of Twelve, an old woman with a white beard that reached her feet, raised her tankard.

“Drink!” she said.

And everybody drank.

The dwarves all downed their flagons in one long pull. Nils tried to do the same, but the beer went down the wrong pipe and he spewed it all over his academic robes. Modlin nudged him in the ribs, showing him her empty tankard as she wiped froth from her lips.

There was one almighty cheer, and as quickly as it had assembled, the crowd dispersed, everyone racing to be first at the bar. In place of Nyra’s singing, a dwarven band struck up a dismal racket with wailing pipes, brass horns, and pounding drums.

“That’s it?” Modlin said. “The formalities are over?”

“I guess beer speaks louder than words.”

“Think anyone would notice if we nipped out for a bit?”

“Whatever for?”

Modlin raised an eyebrow suggestively.

“Are you still thinking about naked dwarves getting out of the bath?”

“Why would I do that when I’ve got you?”

“Right, I’m off,” Shadrak said, causing Nils to jump out of his skin.

“Don’t do that! You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“Sorry. Old habits….”

“Suppose I’ll fetch us both another drink, then,” Modlin said with a sigh, taking Nils’s tankard and heading to the bar.

“So, Shadrak, not staying till the end?”

“I don’t do gatherings, Fargin. You know that. And besides, my new business partner’s waiting outside.”

“You have a business partner in Cerreth? Wait, let me guess: Ilesa. I knew she had an ulterior motive for being here.”

“She’d have come anyway. Nameless was special to her. Traveling with him brought out a different side of her, she says. Different side of me, too.”

“I know what you mean,” Nils said. “But you and Ilesa working together? She used to hate your guts.”

“You wanna hear what she says about you! Just pulling you plonker. I guess we all grew up: her, me, even you, Fargin. I used to think you was a useless scut like your dad.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

Shadrak held Nils’s gaze for the longest moment. “You’re a senator,” he said. “Have you heard anything about a war?”

“Other than the one we’ve just had?”

“With Vanatus.”

“Who told you that? Abednego?”

“Not him.”

“Well, whoever it was needs their head examined. War with Vanatus! Do you have any idea how far away the Empire is? Because I do. Nameless and I sailed there with Rabnar the—”

“I guess the answer’s no, then.”

Shadrak extended his hand and Nils took it. They both seemed reluctant to let go.

“Take care of yourself,” the assassin said as he turned and stalked away.

“Take….” Nils didn’t know why, but there was a lump in his throat and something in his eye that made it water. With a cough and a swallow, he turned back to the statue, then let his eyes fall to the casket that held Nameless’s bones.

It had been like grieving a death before, when Nameless had gone off by himself once the Watchful Wake returned to Medryn-Tha. After decades with no word, Nils had assumed Nameless was dead, not holed up in a cave waiting for an end that refused to come. But now it was for real. Nameless was gone. The dwarf had been family to him. More of a father than Buck Fargin ever was.

“I hope you can rest now,” he told the casket. Then added with a smile, “And I hope the myths turn out to be true: about the quality of the beer in Gabala.”

“It’s got to be better than this goat’s piss.”

A dwarf woman joined him in front of the reliquaries, a flagon of beer in either hand. Black-haired and black-bearded, her eyes were startling: the color of sapphires. She wore a mail shirt beneath a red cloak, and her exposed arms and shoulders were knotted with muscle.

“So, that’s the Axe of the Dwarf Lords,” she said, taking a sip from one flagon, then the other. “You’d think they’d try to fix it.”

“Her,” Nils corrected. “The Paxa Boraga. Nameless used to call her Paxy. In a strange way, they were friends. More than friends.”

“I tried touching the axe once,” Modlin said, returning from the bar with Nils’s book tucked under her arm and a beer in either hand. “My fingers passed right through.”

“Still say they should fix it.”

“You’re assuming they know how,” Nils said, accepting his beer from Modlin.

He caught sight of Nyra waving to him from the edge of the crowd, Caelin beside her.

“Excuse us,” Nils said to the dwarf woman.

“We’ll both be traveling back to Jeridium with you,” Nyra said.

Nyra had been with them on the outbound journey, along with the senators and an escort of the First Cohort, but Caelin had already been in Arnoch, after her mission to Tho’Agoth. In the carriage they shared, Nyra had told Modlin she was worried about how Caelin would react to her inexplicable pregnancy.

“So, you trust her, then?” Nils said. “About the baby?”

“Yes, I trust her,” Caelin said, clutching Nyra’s hand. “And even if I didn’t, what’s it to me who she sleeps with?”

“I thought you’d be jealous?” Nyra said. “Because I would.”

Caelin dipped her head as she smiled. Gone was the implacable mien of the sluagh. She appeared shy now, almost bashful. “Nyra tells me you’ve been looking into what might have caused her pregnancy. You think it could have been the interaction of our essence? I mean, we’re both husks of one sort or another.”

“Maybe,” Nils said, but he wasn’t convinced. “Drekas was researching the matter before I left for Arnoch. Perhaps when we get back he’ll have answers.”

“Good answers, hopefully,” Caelin said.

Bishop Aldrich seemed to be taking an interest in their conversation from where he stood with Cletchin and Crannock. When he realized Nils had spotted him, he raised his tankard and smiled.

“I’m sure it will all work out right,” Nils said.

Neither Caelin nor Nyra looked reassured. They knew something was wrong. They all did. But it was a problem for another day.

“That woman…” Nyra said, watching the dwarf in front of the statue drain one flagon and then the other without coming up for air.

“What about her?” Nils asked.

“The essence surging through her veins….” Nyra glanced at Caelin. “She’s Exalted.”

The walls of the hangar closed in around Nils, funneling his attention along the narrowest of corridors. At first he thought it was the beer, coupled with the implications of what he’d just heard, but then he found himself staring straight into the sparkling eyes of Abednego.

END
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