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      Ilesa Fana breathed in ash carried on the wind and coughed into her gloved hand. Black smoke mushroomed up from the docks, filling the air with acrid fumes. People were screaming in the distance, and someone was shouting out for the militia. She glanced both ways to make sure she’d not been heard above the clangor of steel on steel, the cries of rage and pain, then she slipped into the shadows of the buildings lining the water’s edge.

      Up ahead, the other members of her guild, the Dybbuks, had found what they were looking for: a two-story warehouse with the kind of doors you normally only saw on senatorial strongholds. They were steel-plated, riveted round the edges.

      She abandoned stealth and strode to the doors, where Master Plaguewind and the fat man were engaged in a hushed conversation. “There’s no way we’re getting in there,” she told them.

      The ten men they’d brought with them were jittery, and one or two looked ready to run—or maybe make a move of their own. It had been a long time coming, this Night of the Guilds, and control of Jeridium’s underworld was up for grabs.

      Master Plaguewind turned toward her. He was like a particularly dense shadow in his ankle-length coat. There was fire in the glass eyes of his mask, reflected from the burning buildings on the fringes of the docks. The beak-like nose jutted at her like a dagger. If he had a mouth, it would no doubt be curled in a sneer, but none of his features were visible beneath the molding. There wasn’t even a mouth-slit. It was the tilt of the head to one side that told her what he was thinking before he gave it muffled voice.

      “You think we’d be here if we couldn’t open the doors?”

      The fat man took a crystal disk from his jacket pocket and inserted it into a slot at the edge of one of the doors. He glanced at Plaguewind, whipped out a handkerchief, and mopped the sweat from his glistening head.

      “Now what?” Ilesa asked.

      “Now we enter,” the fat man said. There was the hint of an accent, but mostly he sounded posh, like a lord or a senator. His clothes were posh, too: a charcoal-grey suit with hairline stripes, shiny black shoes, and a necktie shaped like a butterfly. She hadn’t liked the look of him since he’d set foot in their hideout the day before yesterday, apparently at Master Plaguewind’s invitation.

      A low drone started up, and the doors slid apart. The fat man collected his disk and slipped in first, as if he owned the place.

      Plaguewind’s head tilt this time reeked of smugness. He leaned on his staff and waved Ilesa in next.

      She paused in the doorway, looked up into Plaguewind’s glassy eyes while angling a glance at the fat man’s back. “You trust him?”

      “Much as I trust anyone.”

      “He’s a Night Hawk. A defector.”

      Plaguewind threw his arm about her shoulder and nodded for the men to go in.

      “We’re all defectors, Ilesa. One way or another.”

      That cut her to the bone. She should never have told him about her life in Portis, about how she’d abandoned her brother, Davy.

      “You think you know me,” she said. “But you don’t.”

      “What?” Plaguewind said. “Oh, Ilesa, it isn’t always about you. I only meant that in this game, we all jump ship when we have to, or when it’s worth our while.”

      “You even know who he is?”

      “Remember how Shadrak the Unseen took out the Pinchers?”

      Ilesa snapped her head back toward the open doorway. She could just about make out the fat man’s bald head amid the men going in.

      “That’s him? Albrec the poisoner?”

      “Best there is,” Plaguewind said. “And now he’s working for us.”

      He turned to enter the building when an ear-shattering boom rolled across the water. Hot air blasted Ilesa against the warehouse wall, and her knees buckled. She felt Plaguewind’s hand on her arm, keeping her up.

      “Inside,” he said. His voice was mushy in her ears. She could barely hear him, yet he looked to be shouting. “Bastard Night Hawks are rallying!”

      Ilesa blinked her eyes into focus on the river. A barge was on fire, and there was fierce fighting on the far bank. Dozens of men were in the water, wading across, flaming torches held high, daggers glinting between their teeth.

      Plaguewind dragged her inside the warehouse, left her reeling on her feet. Her ears were ringing, and her nose and throat were thick with sulfur.

      “Black powder!” Plaguewind said, singling out Albrec. “You forgot to mention that, fat boy.”

      Albrec fanned himself with his handkerchief. “I had no idea. Honestly.”

      Plaguewind’s chin dropped to his chest. He wasn’t happy, but he was giving Albrec the benefit of the doubt. “Seal the door.”

      Albrec fished out his silver disk and hurried to obey.

      “They’ll smoke us out,” Ilesa said. “Burn this place.”

      “No,” Plaguewind said, strolling to one of the crates stacked in rows on the floor. “They won’t.”

      He slid the lid off and beckoned for Ilesa to look. It was crammed full with dried black and brown leaves, and gave off a pungent aroma, tinged with sweetness.

      “Somnificus?” she said. “In all of them?” There must have been more than a hundred crates. If they all contained somnificus, why, that would mean—

      “Millions of shekels,” Albrec said, ambling back from the door. “If you know how to control the flow onto the streets.”

      Plaguewind nodded, his beak-nose slicing the air, making him look like a demented bird. “He who controls the somnificus…”

      “Controls the guilds,” Ilesa finished for him.

      “The Night Hawks started shipping it in from Portis,” Albrec said. “My job was overseeing the overseers, to make sure none went missing. Shadrak’s idea. He’s what you might call a control freak.”

      Portis. Ilesa couldn’t think of it as home anymore. Too many bad memories. Too much left behind. Let those old wounds open up, and she’d likely bleed to death.

      “But he’d know,” Ilesa said to Plaguewind. “Shadrak. If fat boy’s got access to this warehouse, and now he’s gone over to the other side, then…”

      She trailed off when she recognized Plaguewind’s nodding for a conceited, “All part of the plan.”

      Albrec was grinning. “He’s no fool. They’ve been following me for days, waiting to see what I do.”

      “So, it’s a trap,” Ilesa said, her sword already halfway from its scabbard.

      Plaguewind stopped her with a sharp look. “For Shadrak, not for us.”

      The rumble of voices came from outside, muffled by the steel door Albrec had closed just in time.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Albrec said. “No one sets foot in here save Shadrak and my successor.”

      “Who is?” Ilesa said.

      Albrec sniggered and looked to Plaguewind, but the master had stiffened. Had he sensed something? Or was it just the thrill of being so close to what he had planned?

      “Buck Fargin, I imagine,” Albrec said. “A nauseating little toe-rag who’s destined to one day lord it over the unified guilds of Jeridium.”

      “Was,” Plaguewind said, almost absently. “Was destined.”

      “Naturally,” Albrec said. “Until your own stupendous ascension. My point is, there’s no way that flaccid little prick is going to risk his scrawny neck coming here in the middle of a guild war. So—”

      “Shadrak will come,” Ilesa finished for him. Her breathing quickened, and she licked her lips. Was this the moment she finally got to see Shadrak the Unseen? His name was whispered everywhere. It was common knowledge he had the run of the Night Hawks and had moved in on all the other major guilds, save for the Dybbuks, and Koort Morrow’s outfit. Master Plaguewind still had a tight grip, largely on account of the fear his sorcery engendered. They might be a bunch of thieving, backstabbing cutthroats, but the Dybbuks were far from ripe for the taking.

      Albrec was nodding enthusiastically, but Plaguewind was all business. He gathered the men together and spoke quietly with each in turn. They all produced glass bottles and started to uncork them.

      “Why doesn’t Shadrak wait?” Ilesa thought aloud. “Why not starve us out?”

      “Because of the other secret I haven’t shared with you,” Plaguewind said, coming back over. “One of several, actually.”

      Albrec’s grin was starting to get up Ilesa’s nose. “But fat boy knows, clearly.”

      “We planned it together,” Plaguewind said. “No one knows Shadrak like Albrec. No one knows his operations better, either. This… battle over the docks is nothing but a ruse. Oh, the Night Hawks have pushed us back, and we’ve lost a lot of people, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “It’s a diversion?” Ilesa said. “You always were a devious bastard.”

      “Albrec’s given us the locations of every Night Hawk strong house in the city. You wondered why I hadn’t been around much these past few days. Well, it’s because we’ve been to meeting after meeting, shoring up last ditch alliances to stop Shadrak from taking absolute control. While our forces have been clashing in the docks and we made our way here, hundreds of assassins have been moving in on Night Hawk positions. But that’s not all. Albrec knows Shadrak. Knows what he looks like, where he stays. Chances are, we won’t have to use those potions the men have, but it’s always good to have insurance.”

      “You mean, he could already be dead?”

      Albrec nodded like a mad man, but Plaguewind lifted his glassy eyes and looked slowly around the shadows collecting in the corners of the warehouse.

      “What’s in those bottles, anyway?” Ilesa asked. “Potions, you say?”

      “One swig of that stuff and a man will grow twice as strong, twice as fast, and twice as aggressive,” Albrec said. “Well, I may be selling it a bit short. Ten times would be more accurate.”

      Plaguewind nodded. “Albrec is friends with—”

      “Associate,” Albrec said. “An associate of.”

      “Magwitch the Meddler,” Plaguewind said.

      “The mad mage?” Magwitch was the crazy the Senate used for all their security. His talents were legendary, but hardly anyone could afford his services. Many a guildmaster had tried coercion, but the magical backlash was enough to persuade them never to try again.

      A shadow descended behind Plaguewind. Ilesa opened her mouth to warn him, but thunder cracked, and she averted her eyes from a blinding flash.

      Silvery motes lit up around Plaguewind in a sphere—his sorcerous ward.

      The shadow landed lightly on the floor of the warehouse. Not a shadow: a cloak, fanned out like the wings of a bat. The hood fell back to reveal a face as white as bone. Pink eyes took in everything in the warehouse in a single sweep. He was small, barely the height of a child. Shaven head, the stubble white; box beard, pallid hands, each of them gripping… a wand? One was smoking, the other coming to bear on Plaguewind’s sparking ward. It boomed, and the ward flashed silver and fizzled out.

      “My eyes!” Plaguewind cried, hands flying to his mask.

      The other weapon bucked and roared, and this time Plaguewind screamed as he pitched to the floor, clutching his thigh.

      The tiny assassin leveled both weapons at Plaguewind’s head.

      “Potions!” Plaguewind cried. He groped at the air, turning his head and clearly seeing nothing. “Now!”

      The men knocked back the contents of their bottles.

      The assassin turned one of his weapons on Albrec, kept the other covering Plaguewind.

      “Shadrak…” Albrec said, raising his hands.

      One of the men clutched his throat and keeled over. His bottle smashed as it hit the floor.

      Plaguewind gasped. “What’s happening?”

      Another man collapsed, and another, until all ten Dybbuks fell amid the shower of breaking glass.

      Shadrak dropped his aim on Albrec. “Good boy,” he said.

      Albrec let out a huff and made a show of mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

      “You…” Plaguewind said, trying to locate Albrec by the sound of his voice. “You betrayed me.”

      Albrec shrugged and set about folding his handkerchief with great precision.

      “Ilesa?” Plaguewind turned his mask, trying to find her. The slump of his shoulders told her he knew it was over. “Change,” he said. “Change!”

      Into what? A rat, like the last time she’d shifted? A snake? That was all she’d achieved under Plaguewind’s instruction. In Portis, she’d managed a mermaid once to please Davy, and there was that one time that hadn’t been under her control. A wolf-woman like she’d become then could have ripped out Shadrak’s throat, but—she eyed the weapons that were once more both pointing at Plaguewind—she’d never get close enough.

      First one weapon fired, then the other. Plaguewind slammed back against the floor, bright blood blossoming from his shoulder and guts. He tried to stem the flow with his fingers, even as Shadrak advanced to stand over him.

      “Change!” Plaguewind croaked, looking around blindly. “Ilesa!”

      “I can’t,” Ilesa mouthed, no sound coming out.

      Shadrak turned his pink eyes her way and put a booted foot on Plaguewind’s throat. “Shame for you, darling, is that you saw me.”

      “He likes to remain unseen,” Albrec explained.

      A shiver ran through Ilesa’s body, and she swayed as if she were aboard a ship on a stormy sea. She heard the boom of Shadrak’s weapon, winced against the pain, but felt nothing.

      “Shit!” Shadrak said. Suddenly, he seemed a giant, looming over her. “Where’d she go?”

      Ilesa had scuttled halfway across the floor before she realized she’d changed without knowing it.

      Not a rat. Not a snake. Something even more appropriate, she thought as she found a crack in the wall and crawled though it.

      A cockroach.

      Plaguewind cried out once more, a plea that turned into a wail and was cut off by a final resonant boom.
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      The Sea of Weeping lashed the shoreline with waves of jade, silver, and gold. A chaos of rip tides wrenched the waters every which way, and white horses galloped across the wave tops, leaving a trail of foam.

      The Nameless Dwarf looked stood atop the hills east of the village of Fenmar, cradling the woodman’s axe the locals had armed him with. The farm-folk flanking him leaned on their scythes and pitchforks, faces painted somber. Jethor Lult’s phalanx of villagers armed with makeshift pikes held the center, twenty men wide, but only four ranks deep. It was the best they could muster. Anyone who could fight, would fight.

      Lult himself stood out like a sore thumb in his moth-eaten cloak and tunic, the sandals, kilt, and rectangular shield he’d brought into retirement with him from his days as a Jeridium legionary.

      A ragged line of youths with hunting bows made up the left flank. Some of them had leashed rabbit hounds lying obediently at their sides.

      It wasn’t much. It might not be enough. But it was either stand and fight, or pack up and leave; because the reavers were coming, and this time they were coming in force.

      One by one, their iron ships came into view around the headland. They were high-prowed and broad-faced. Flaking grey paint clung like dead skin to keels riddled with rust. There were no sails among them. They drifted toward the shore by some sorcerous means of propulsion.

      Six, Nameless counted—then a seventh appeared, then an eighth—each packed to the brim with creatures that may have once been men.

      Murmurs passed among the farmers standing with him. There was a tangible wilting of resolve, and some started to inch back. They had known what was coming, and they’d prepared as best they could; but imagining a battle and actually waiting for it to start were two different things.

      “Courage, laddies,” Nameless said, voice a resonant rumble from within his ocras great helm.

      Someone pointed to the gully that afforded some degree of protection to their right flank where a woman crested the rise. She was a big-boned lassie with a massive spiked club over one shoulder. Her hair was woven into grey dreadlocks. Bone piercings disfigured her face, and her flabby arms were blue with tattoos a baresark would have been proud of.

      “That’s Taryn Glave,” an old man said with hushed awe. To Nameless, he explained, “She lives alone in the woods. Comes to the village sometimes with skins to barter.”

      “Aye,” another said. “She was a chieftain near Illius, till the tribe chased her off for not siring an heir.”

      Taryn Glave stood twenty yards from them, glared, and then nodded. She was here to fight.

      Dom Nilo, the closest thing Fenmar had to a mayor, came up the slope behind, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with bottles. He was followed by a stick-thin man in a black coat and hat.

      “Thanks for staying, Nameless,” Dom Nilo said. “Since the wolf-men came, we’ve been vulnerable, and the reavers know it.”

      Nameless had only intended to stay the week. It was the same everywhere he went: he always needed to allow travel time back to the Mountain of Ocras, so the philosopher Aristodeus could re-feed him.

      “My honor, laddie. You’ve treated me like one of your own, and that means a lot to me.”

      “You are one of us,” Dom Nilo said. “We’re all wanderers and outcasts in Fenmar, just looking for some place to call our own. I wish you’d reconsider staying.”

      “Perhaps one day, I will,” Nameless said. A year roaming around Medryn-Tha was starting to take its toll. As a penance for what he’d done to the dwarves of Arx Gravis, it was warranted, but there was no sign it was working.

      Maybe a place like Fenmar was where he belonged: a village of those whose faces no longer fit anywhere else; people who had brought their skills with them to throw into the community pot. There were tanners and fletchers, hunters, fishers, former soldiers, crooks, thieves, bandits. But, from what he had seen this past week, there was no crime. The simple law of Fenmar was pull together or perish, and no one seemed to disagree.

      “Now, these reavers: it sounds to me there’s a lot more to this attack than raping and pillaging.”

      “There is,” the skinny man said. He looked Nameless up and down with snake eyes. His face was sallow, crusted with flakes above the eyebrows and around his lipless mouth. And it was indeed lipless. Diseased gums and jagged teeth gave it the appearance of a sphincter. “Their numbers are swelling. The Broken Isles they hail from are overrun with the vermin, but the Aculi people who live there ain’t exactly easy prey.”

      “Nameless, this is Bolos the Skink,” Dom Nilo said. “Used to be a Maresman, and spent most his life hunting the husks coming over the Farfall Mountains.”

      “Just don’t tell no one,” Bolos said. “Only ex-Maresman is a dead Maresman, the way they see it. It’s only the obscurity of Fenmar that’s kept me out of their way.”

      “The same obscurity that stopped them coming to our aid when the wolf-men came,” Dom Nilo said. “Yet when the pack moved on to Portis, the Maresmen went to their aid.”

      “Portis has a big fishing industry,” Bolos explained. “Serves the best eateries in Jeridium—the kinds of places senators like to eat—so you can guess why they thought it was important enough to save.” His cold eyes panned the shoreline below, taking in the eight boats that were even now beaching.

      “Well, these reavers ain’t husks,” Dom Nilo said. “A husk doesn’t choose what it is; the Daeg just dreams them into existence. But these bastards: I don’t know what they are, but there’s evil in them, the kind you have to work at. I’ve seen what they do up and down the coast.”

      The ramps at the front of the boats clanged open, and giant men spilled out, each a head and a half taller than an average human, and twice the height of a dwarf. They were naked, save for flesh-toned loincloths—flesh-toned to a human, that was, because the reavers themselves had skin as livid as a corpse’s. In place of hair, their scalps were ridged with spines, and they each had a single, plate-sized eye—a sickly yellow disk with no pupil. They were armed with cutlasses and spears, which glinted in the fierce light of the twin suns.

      Dom Nilo wheeled his barrow in among the farmers and started handing out bottles. “Don’t drop them,” he cautioned. “There’s an alchemical mixture within that will explode. And make sure you don’t get any on your skin or clothes. It burns and burns and goes on burning, and water only makes it worse.”

      Bolos shook his head and cursed. “Says he learnt to make it in Xanthus,” he told Nameless, “among the Slathians.”

      “Slathians?” Nameless asked, eyes fixed on the assembled reavers below.

      “Some of the nastiest husks you’ll ever find, and the only ones to settle this side of the Farfalls.”

      “And the Senate permit this?”

      “Whether they do or they don’t, it’s not for me to say,” Bolos said.

      An arrow arced through the air toward the reavers and fell short.

      “Hold your fire,” Jethor Lult yelled from the phalanx.

      It would have been a fine thing, picking the reavers off with bows, but there weren’t enough arrows or archers. The boys had been drilled to fire and run, keep harrying the reavers’ flanks, while Lult drew them into the center. His phalanx was on the low ground between two hills. If the plan worked, Nameless was to lead a charge against the right flank. If it didn’t, and the reavers came for the two-score farmers that stood with him, they would have the hill to contend with, but unless the farmers could fall back to the flat, Lult and his pikemen would be worse than useless.

      But that was the beauty of battle, Nameless supposed. Even the best laid plans were prone to being thwarted. In the Ravine Guard, Thumil had drilled them for every conceivable situation, and they had trained year in, year out at the Slean, but real combat like this… In Nameless’s lifetime, the Red Cloaks had only been put to the test once, and that was when he had emerged from Aranuin with the black axe.

      The reavers fanned out along the shore in a single line. Those at the flanks moved inland a ways, forming a broad semicircle.

      “What are they doing?” Dom Nilo said. “Why don’t they attack?”

      “They’ve seen through Jethor Lult’s little ploy?” Nameless suggested. He knew he would have done. “You’d have to be a shogwit to cede us the high ground; and to attack the center where the pikes could hold them long enough for us to crush their flanks… only a baresark drunk on Ironbelly’s would fall for that.”

      “Then why didn’t you say something?” Bolos said.

      “I’m just a grunt with an axe, laddie. Lult’s the local strategist, and I respect his command.”

      “Even if it’s foolhardy?”

      “Back home, you disobey a superior and you lose a week’s worth of tokens,” Nameless said. “Next time, it’s a month’s. If the lack of mead doesn’t kill you, the shame of it will. Any dwarf stupid enough to continue with their insubordination will end up making a living from the circle fights, till some raging baresark chokes them out or snaps their spine.”

      “Sometimes orders are meant to be broken,” Bolos said.

      “Is that why you’re here, laddie? Why you left the Maresmen?”

      Bolos glared down at the beached boats and the hundred or so reavers stretched out in front of them. “They’re waiting for something,” he said. “And I dare say it ain’t good.”

      Nameless noticed the former Maresman had no weapon. He recalled the husk hunter he’d encountered on the road to Jeridium with Shadrak and Zaylus. That one had a flame-wreathed fist, which he’d used to devastating effect.

      One of the reavers broke from the line and strode along it, barking out guttural sounds that may have been words. He held something aloft in one hand.

      “What is that?” Nameless asked.

      Bolos squinted. “A conch shell.”

      The lone figure of Taryn Glave took a step toward the sloping face of the hill. She’d seen it, too, and something about it clearly unsettled her. She rolled her spiked club from her shoulder and thumped its head into the ground so she could lean on it.

      The reaver with the conch approached the defenders until he stood midway between both forces. He raised the twisted shell like a threat.

      One of the farmers dropped his britches and showed the reaver his arse. Jeers and laughter passed along the ranks of defenders.

      “Careful, laddie,” Nameless said, “you don’t want to give him an idea where to shove that conch.”

      Blushing, the man re-fastened his britches.

      “Just saying,” Nameless said, “but I don’t disagree with the sentiment.”

      Turning to face the sea, the reaver lifted the conch to his lips and sounded a single sonorous note. It carried eerily across the foaming waves, lingering long in the air before it trailed away to silence.

      There was no sound now save the background susurrus of the surf hitting the shore and receding.

      The waters grew agitated farther out to sea. They roiled and bubbled. Froth sprayed and eddies swirled, and then something dark burgeoned beneath the surface. It grew larger as it cut a line for the shore. Scaly bumps rolled above the waves, undulating toward the beach, and the reavers opened their line to welcome it.
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      What the Abyss is that?” Dom Nilo said.

      Worried looks passed between the farmers. In the valley to their left, Jethor Lult’s phalanx seemed to lose cohesion. The archers on the other side began to nock arrows to wavering bows. Rabbit hounds yipped and barked, some of them moving to the crown of the hill and growling.

      “Big is what it is, laddie,” Nameless said. “But nothing to worry about. Back home, I used to wrestle with the Sag-Urda monster.” He didn’t. He couldn’t even swim. “Now there was a beastie that would have eaten this wee nipper for breakfast.”

      The creature thrashed and wriggled its way onto the beach, a monstrous wyrm as long as the line of reavers was wide. Its segmented body was mottled green and black. As it crawled inland, water cascaded from its glistening scales. It reared up and swayed, scenting the air. And that’s when Nameless saw its maw: a bristling circle of saber-length fangs framed by mandibles like a crab’s.

      “Reminds me of a lassie I once knew from the wharfs,” Nameless said. “Had me scratching for a week and passing shards of glass instead of water.”

      No one was listening.

      The beast started to snake its way toward the phalanx.

      “Draw it off,” Nameless said to Dom Nilo. “Lult’s men will be slaughtered.”

      Arrows looped into the sky from the left flank. Most fell short, but the one or two that hit bounced off the beast’s scales and stuck in the sand.

      “Draw it off how?” Dom Nilo said.

      “Those bottles you brought, laddie. Put them to some use.”

      “It’s way out of range,” Dom Nilo said.

      “Then it’s time we got closer.”

      Nameless started down the slope as sure-footed as a ravine goat. The few brave enough to follow him scooted down on their backsides. He glanced behind to see who had come and who hadn’t. The majority of the force remained atop the hill, but five men were with him, among them Dom Nilo and Bolos. All of them held two bottles. He only hoped it was enough.

      The behemoth issued a gaseous belch. The beach shook as it drove a furrow through the sand, mandibles clacking.

      “Brace!” Jethor Lult ordered.

      Pikes so long they passed from the back ranks to the front were brought to bear. The monster surged straight at them, the wind of its roar buffeting the phalanx and driving the men back.

      “Now!” Nameless yelled.

      Five bottles sailed overhead. Three of them struck the wyrm and burst into flames. The other two landed softly in the sand and failed to break.

      The beast howled and swung its ghastly head toward the bottle-throwers. It changed course and barreled up the side of the hill.

      Five more bottles shattered against its hide, and the monster was engulfed in flame. But still it came on.

      “Run!” Nameless cried. And then he bellowed “Kunaga!” and hurtled downhill to clash with the beast.

      The wyrm’s flaming head whiplashed down, but Nameless rolled beneath it and came up, slinging a thunderous blow into its underbelly. The axe bit deep, and dark ichor spilled. He wrenched the blade free and spun to meet the head snaking round behind him. He stared into its venomous maw as it shot down at him. A deft twist, a well-timed strike, and he shattered its teeth. The wyrm thrashed and shuddered, coils of segmented body rolling up the beach.

      Lult’s phalanx slammed into the wyrm’s side. Wooden pikes tore through its hide, some exiting the other side. Flames leapt from its burning body and erupted along the shafts. The men had no choice but to let go and draw chipped and rusted swords.

      The reavers saw the opportunity and charged at Lult’s unprotected flank.

      Arrows rained down from the hilltop. A handful of reavers fell. The rest continued, howling cries that betokened slaughter.

      Then rabbit hounds were among them, snarling, worrying, rending.

      Nameless ducked beneath the wyrm’s head and it passed over top. Heat from the alchemical mixture blazing across its scales scorched his shoulders, but the ocras helm nullified much of it. The wyrm back-lashed and flung him across the beach. He landed heavily, but the sand was soft, and then Bolos was there, between Nameless and the beast.

      Lult’s men broke off from the wyrm to defend themselves against the reavers. The two forces clashed with a tumult of roars and steel on steel. Dogs scurried in and out of the fighting, nipping at friend and foe indiscriminately.

      Bottles sailed overhead, shattering among the reavers and sending dozens of them screaming toward the sea.

      Smoke billowing from its blistering hide, the wyrm roared. It homed in on Nameless as he found his feet, but when it darted forward, the air around Bolos shimmered. The ex-Maresman’s clothes burst apart in tatters, and his body swelled to twice its size. Scales sprouted to cover his naked skin, and bony plates jutted all along his spine, which extended into a sinuous tail. His face grew long and snouted, and powerful jaws gaped wide as he half-hissed, half-roared.

      The wyrm slammed into him, and Bolos caught on fire. His jaws clamped down, and he ripped out a huge chunk of flaming flesh. The wyrm rolled, tried to dislodge him, but Bolos raked for purchase with razor-sharp talons. He ripped and gouged and pummeled, and then he screamed as he began to melt under the heat of the flames.

      Nameless ran in and delivered a woodman’s chop with the axe. The head bit true, but flames licked up the haft and he had to let go.

      A bloodcurdling cry from behind had him turning—straight into the path of a cutlass. He swayed aside and hit the reaver with a left hook to the temple. A dozen more came at him before the first hit the ground.

      Taryn Glave ripped into the reavers like a demented goddess of war. Her spiked club bludgeoned and bashed. Skulls cracked, arms broke, and by the time they reacted to her onslaught, half were already down.

      The death throes of the wyrm sent its tail scything through the reavers. Those that weren’t crushed burst into flame.

      All along the beach, blazing reavers threw themselves into the sea, but when they touched the water, the flames surged higher, until all that was left of them was charred carcasses bobbing on the waves.

      Jethor Lult urged his men to regroup, and led them in a final rout, driving the reavers back to their iron boats.

      On the beach, the wyrm gave a last shuddering roar and lay still.

      Melted to its side in a blistered heap was the lizard-formed corpse of Bolos the Skink.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Thirty-three dead, fifteen more injured badly enough to need your ministrations,” Jethor Lult reported to Dom Nilo.

      The beach was strewn with bodies, most of them reavers. The last of the iron ships was no more than a black speck vanishing into the rising mist.

      “Used to be a surgeon, back in the day,” Dom Nilo explained.

      “Before Xanthus?” Nameless asked.

      “Aye, before Xanthus. Poor old Bolos never quite shook off his Maresman suspicion of anything that comes by way of Cerreth, and there’s no doubt that’s where the Slathians who rule Xanthus came from. But in my experience, not everything that comes from the other side of the Farfalls is the big evil menace the Senate of Jeridium would have us believe.”

      Villagers started to gather together, giving each other congratulatory hugs. A cluster formed around Nameless, and before he knew it, they hoisted him overhead, throwing him in the air and catching him, over and over again. Cheers went up, along with cries of “Nameless! Nameless! Nameless!”

      When they set him down, he was moved to tears. He’d not felt so much a part of anything since Arx Gravis, and even then it had been back before Thumil and Cordy had married. Before Droom had died. Before Lukar and Aranuin, the black axe and the butchery.

      He could have gladly set up home here among these people who didn’t ask questions about his past, and who accepted him for what he was. Even the fact he was encased in an ocras great helm drew only the most cursory of glances. They were practical folk, from all manner of hard lives. And they all had buried secrets that no one in Fenmar gave a flying shog about.

      Jethor Lult grasped Nameless by the wrist. “Thank you, Nameless. I’ll never forget how you charged that thing and drew it away from my lads. The reason I never got a command in the legions was because I couldn’t improvise. I was fine following orders, and knew all the basic strategies, but do something unexpected, and I fall apart.”

      “You did fine, laddie. You all did,” Nameless told the men and boys of the phalanx grouped behind Lult. “You should be proud of yourselves.”

      Dom Nilo clapped a hand on Nameless’s shoulder. “Sure I can’t persuade you to change your mind? Fenmar’s just a fledgling community, but these are good folk. You’d be more than welcome.”

      “Aye, laddie, I know. And I’m, glad to call you my friends, but I’m due a feeding in a couple of weeks, and Fenmar’s about as far from the Mountain of Ocras as you can get.”

      Dom Nilo frowned at mention of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. “So, you’re still heading west, then. Make sure you give Portis a miss. Whole place stinks of fish, and I hear it’s at the heart of the somnificus being shipped to Jeridium, which means it’ll be rife with crime. Brink’s where you want to head for. It’s midway between here and the Dead Lands. It’s supposed to be the up-and-coming town, but I’ve never felt inclined to head that way and see for myself.”

      “Brink, eh? Am I going to need a map?”

      “Pah!” Taryn Glave said.

      Nameless hadn’t seen her approach. She was spattered with blood, and the spiked end of her club was drenched with gore.

      “Follow the Origo River to the Chalice Sea, then go cross-country as the crow flies. My people used to raid there, before the Senate garrisoned the towns.”

      “Brink it is, then,” Nameless said. “Obliged to you, lassie.”

      Taryn Glave hawked and spat at her feet—Nameless had the feeling it was meant to be a mark of respect.

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t do the same,” Nameless said. “Spitting in a great helm is something I’ve learned to avoid.”

      “Here,” she said, handing him a costrel. “You should fill it from the Origo. The water is good there. Cool and pure.”

      The liquid food Aristodeus pumped into his stomach was some wonder of the Ancients of Vanatus, which to Nameless’s mind was another way of saying it was faen lore. Apparently, it replicated water, enough to keep him hydrated for a month, and while he might still experience pangs of hunger, his body had all that it needed for energy and repair. Nevertheless, he decided to accept the gift of the costrel. He could sense it was a rare gesture from Taryn Glave.

      “Thank you, lassie. I’ll think of you every time I drink from it.”

      The longer he stayed, the harder it would be to leave, and so, with the shake of many hands and a promise to return when he could, he pointed himself in the direction of the setting suns and headed for Brink.
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      Brink turned out to be a shog-hole.

      Nameless’s first thought when he passed the outlying smallholdings and entered the main street was to pass right on through and spend another night beneath the stars.

      Most of the buildings were boarded up and looked set to crumble into dust. The few that were still in use were scabby with peeling paint, and tiles were missing from roofs. Those that had windows had broken windows, and no one had bothered to sweep up the glass. The gutters were oozing with filth, and if it wasn’t rats scampering through it, it was unwashed children looking like they were panning for gold.

      A big old building that used to be a bank, judging by the signage, had been converted into a barracks. Legionaries in soiled cloaks and scuffed-up sandals loitered about outside, smoking weedsticks and drinking kaffa. They looked up as Nameless passed, then went on chatting among themselves, as if it were every day a dwarf in an ocras helm came to town. The impression it gave was that they had seen it all before, or they didn’t give a shog.

      Farther along the road a storefront stood out from the rest of the ramshackle shops selling their tawdry wares like a diamond in a dung pile. It had an enormous window of unbroken glass that was polished clear as crystal. Lettering had been engraved upon the glass in swirling script:

      
        
        JARK SVENTIN: MASTER JEWELER

      

      

      As Nameless peered through the window, a man in an immaculate grey tunic looked up from behind the counter then crossed to the door and cracked it open so he could poke his head out. His face was tight with suppressed irritation, and there was the barest wrinkling of his nose. He tilted his eye-glasses so he could peer over them.

      “Sventin. Jark Sventin, at your service. How may I help you?”

      “Nice store you keep, laddie,” Nameless said.

      “I know. But I should warn you, quality comes at a price.”

      Nameless stepped back from the window and gazed down the street. “Oh, I’m not looking to buy, unless you sell axes.”

      Sventin indicated the lettering on his window with a theatrical sweep of his arm. “This, sir, is a jeweler’s, not a blacksmith’s. Might I suggest you try Gifforn’s forge over on the far side of town. You can’t miss it, what with all the clangor and smoke.”

      “Thank you, I will. Now, tell me, where would you recommend for an overnight stay?”

      Sventin whipped off his glasses and came to stand conspiratorially at Nameless’s shoulder. “Quite frankly, I wouldn’t. As you can see, Brink’s on the rise as a town, but that doesn’t mean it’s there yet. But we will get it there, mark my words. There are big investors starting to take an interest—an ex-Senator among them—and I have personally financed the bringing of law enforcement to town.”

      “You have?”

      “Sheriff Orton.” Sventin looked up and down the street, as if he were hoping the sheriff might materialize. When he didn’t, Sventin said, “Look, Brink might have been a free-for-all not too long ago, but we have standards now. Or rather, we are trying to establish them. I’m sure you have the best of intentions, but the helm and the armor: it creates the wrong impression.”

      “Is that right?” Nameless said.

      “I mean no offense. It’s just, times change, things move on.”

      Nameless caught sight of activity on the verandah of a three-story building a few doors down. “That a hostel, laddie?”

      “That, sir, is virtually a brothel.”

      Leaving Sventin standing there shaking his head, Nameless went to take a look for himself.

      A man with slicked-back grey hair, a mustache like an anaemic caterpillar, and a grimy white toga stood on the verandah. He was engaged in animated negotiations with a thick-set woman. From what Nameless picked up, the man was interested in buying the property. The woman merely nodded as she wiped her hands on her apron. The impression she gave was that she thought the man a pompous ass, but she was too polite to tell him.

      “Madam,” Nameless said, “do you have a room available?”

      She nodded dumbly.

      “No,” the man said. “I’m sorry, but the hostel is in the process of changing hands. Good day.”

      The woman shrugged apologetically, then went back to listening to the man’s persuasive proposal.

      Nameless turned a circle, undecided about where to try next. He’d seen enough of Brink to know Dom Nilo must have misheard his sources. Brink was as up-and-coming as Kunaga’s House of Ale, which was as close to the bottom of Arx Gravis as any self-respecting dwarf would go.

      He could hear the pounding of hammers on anvils in the distance, and was about to start off toward the noise, when he noticed the boarded-up property opposite the hostel.

      It was a broad, one-story building with some solid-looking brickwork. Planks had been nailed over a couple of swing doors that made him think of the fancy upper-tier taverns back home.

      He crossed the street and peeked through a gap in the boards covering the windows. The space inside was virtually one enormous room with a stone floor and good sturdy rafters. There was a door at the back, and off to one side was an archway leading to a smaller room. A room with a bar.

      It hit him like a mattock to the head: this place was meant for him. All that space, that solid floor, would make a perfect training space, like the Slean. If he could get hold of some weights like the ones Rugbeard had made for him in Arx Gravis… And there was room enough for sparring. He could even put some practice dummies in there for axe work. And capping it all, after a hard workout, he could slip through the archway and take a recovery beer—assuming he could ever drink again. Assuming Aristodeus came up with a way to remove the great helm without leaving him vulnerable to the black axe.

      But it was a plan, a chink of hope. All he needed was some money, an investor, and maybe he really could forge a new life for himself.

      “Morning, sir.”

      Nameless spun away from the window. A slob of a soldier was looming over him, eyeing him with suspicion.

      “Everything all right?” the soldier said.

      Seeing the soldier’s protruding gut, his obvious lack of condition, only reinforced Nameless’s idea that he really could make a go of things in Brink.

      “Where do you train, laddie?” he asked.

      The soldier’s baffled expression was all the answer he needed.

      “Thought as much. Thank you for giving me an idea.”

      He could set up a gym with a beer hall attached, and he could earn a living training the troops the Senate sent to protect the town.

      Nameless clapped the soldier on the arm. “Now, laddie, all I need’s the money to buy this place.”

      “Very well, sir. As long as everything’s all right.” The soldier walked on, casting the odd look back over his shoulder.

      A crow flapped down from the roof and landed beside Nameless in the road. The air shimmered about it, and in its place there now stood a faen. He was lean and hawkish, and he wore a cloak of feathers.

      Nameless stepped back against the boarded-up swing doors. He glanced across at the hostel to see if anyone else had noticed, but the toga-clad man and the thick-set woman must have gone inside.

      “Nameless Dwarf,” the faen said in a chirping voice. “You don’t know me, but I know you. And I know a friend of yours: Shadrak the Unseen.”

      The assassin? The albino midget Nameless had at first taken for a faen.

      “Shadrak’s in trouble, Nameless. He’s going to need your help. But more than that, it is almost time.”

      “Time?”

      Nameless’s mind was a whirl of emotions, thoughts, second guesses. The mere sight of a faen was enough to set his heart racing. He couldn’t help thinking of the one who had broken into the Scriptorium, the same one who had come to him in the chamber of the black axe and told him the ravine was under attack by demons. The faen were born to trickery. Deception and betrayal were as innate to them as breathing.

      “Time for you to be free of that helm,” the faen said. “Time for the black axe to be destroyed.”

      “You’re with the Sedition?” Nameless asked. “Did Aristodeus send you?”

      “I am, and he did not—exactly.” Before Nameless could ask what that meant, the faen pressed on. “I am called Bird, and I urge you to hurry to Jeridium. Shadrak will soon be tasked with killing someone he should not, and it will set in play
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