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PART ONE

THE ANT-MAN OF MALFEN

 


ONE

NILS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Steady there,” a husky voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ale—”

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

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

“Buy you a drink?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He watched her closely to gauge the reaction.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nils frowned his lack of understanding.

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

“Shame,” one of the heavies said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Brau’s eyes narrowed. “Did he now?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Attention to what?”

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

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

Nils nodded.

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

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

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

Nils shook his head. “I’m sorry?”

The three heavies pushed back their chairs and stood.

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

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

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

“But—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you want us to sort him, boss?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So, what do we call you?” Brau said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




TWO

NAMELESS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Action is what was needed.

Nameless dropped the blade.

Decisiveness. A course to follow.

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

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

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




THREE

NILS

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

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

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

Perhaps he should have gone with the dwarf after all.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not finished eating,” Nils said.

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

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




FOUR

SILAS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What will you do?” Nils asked.

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

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

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

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

Quincy’s source had been the journal of some gold-digging chancer called Noris Bellosh who’d spent a year and a day in Cerreth before falling into Shent’s hands. Bellosh had served Shent for almost a decade, and he believed the Ant-Man knew more about Cerreth than anyone alive. Shent, he said, had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of the geography of the nightmare lands pieced together from the agonized testimonies of his victims. Bellosh claimed Shent literally was an ant-human hybrid, but Quincy attributed that to the
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