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

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

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

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

      Old Moary was dead.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Still, the Red Cloak had given her an idea.

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

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

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

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

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

      “How many kegs did you bring?”

      “Twenty hogsheads and a couple of kilderkins.”

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

      “Aye, my Lady—”

      “Cordy. Just Cordy.”

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

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

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

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

      “Centuries ago,” she began.

      “What’s that?” someone yelled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Where was she? She looked to Kal for help.

      “The Destroyer…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “My Lady?” Kal said. “What—?”

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

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

      “We need to go,” he said.

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

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

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

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

      “No!” Cordy cried.

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

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

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

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

      Her legs refused to move.

      “Now!”

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

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

      And then the doors thudded closed.

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

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

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

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

      Abednego turned and walked with her and Kal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “The dragon guns—” Kal said.

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

      “Uh, no,” Kal said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I meant him,” Abednego said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But the faen was gone.

      “Shifty little—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Nameless sauntered over.

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

      “It’s Palson.”

      “That’s what I said.”

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

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

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

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

      Nameless shook with suppressed mirth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ready?” Jake said, cold as death.

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

      “Ready,” he said.

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

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

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

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

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

      Nameless growled, narrowed his eyes, and resisted.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shog, shog, shog!” Jake yelled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And you don’t mind?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Not thunder, Nameless realized: a gunshot.

      There was a second booming retort from the street.

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

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

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

      He gave Jake a wink and a nod as he barged out through the swing doors and yelled, “Shadrak!”
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      Shadrak hung from the carriage door as it swung open. He fired twice, dropping a horse and painting a red hole in the rider’s forehead.

      The carriage lurched to a halt outside the gym.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shadrak!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The whores on the balcony cheered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Just saying, laddie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He looked from Nameless to the husk girl, then back again. “She ain’t my little girl.”
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      Thought I paid for the gym and a grub stall,” Shadrak said as they approached the bar. “You said beef jerky, turkey drummers, and raw eggs—healthy shit to grow big muscles.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Make you fat,” Shadrak said.

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

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

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

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

      “Greedy bastard,” Shadrak said.

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

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

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

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

      “I’d better.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But you could.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Been back there since?” Nameless asked.

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

      “Too busy.”

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

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

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

      “Arnoch’s not my home.”

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

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

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

      “Doubt it. Why’d you care?”

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

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

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

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

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/homunculus-main-logo-white.jpg
omunculus





OEBPS/images/annalsofthenamelessdwarf-6-eb.jpg
“Great characters and a relentless plot.”
Mitchell Hogan, author of A Crucible of Souls

“A masterpiece of sword
and sorcery storytelling.”
Bookwraiths Reviews

ANNALS othe NAMELESS DWARF 6





OEBPS/images/medryn-tha-14-01-copy.jpg
THe CONTINENT

or
Sl eprynTThx
== P A






