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BACKGROUND

IT WAS AGAINST THE LAWS of the dwarves to act in the world beyond their city, to study the old texts, or to enter the underworld—and with good reason. The deceptions of the Demiurgos, Father of the Abyss, are everywhere, and once before they brought betrayal and death on a scale that must never be repeated.

When they are accosted by one of their own with a demonic axe found on the brink of the Abyss, drastic measures are needed. The link between axe and wielder is broken by a helm of scarolite, and the lawbreaker is held in stasis in the bowels of the Ravine City, Arx Gravis. To complete his shame, his name is taken from him, permanently removed from history.

When this Nameless Dwarf is awakened by the voice of the knight, Deacon Shader, he becomes embroiled in the battles against the unweaving of all creation by the technocrat, Sektis Gandaw. He later partakes in a quest to find three artifacts with which to shatter the lingering power of the black axe and free himself from the scarolite helm. Too late, it is revealed as a trap laid by the Demiurgos and his spawn, the homunculi, and the Nameless Dwarf returns to Arx Gravis as a brutal dictator, slaughtering his kin by the thousands.

Finally, his tyrannical rule is brought to an end by his closest friend, the assassin Shadrak the Unseen. With the axe destroyed and the scarolite helm broken, the Nameless Dwarf realizes the magnitude of his atrocities. A mere few hundred dwarves have survived his reign of terror, and they have fled Arx Gravis in fear of what he might do next.

Hearing rumors that they have headed into the nightmare land of Qlippoth, where they will surely face extinction, the Nameless Dwarf hires the son of a New Jerusalem guild boss to help him find them.

Thus begins The Nameless Dwarf – The Complete Chronicles.

NOTE: The events outlined above are featured in books 3–5 of the epic fantasy Shader series by D.P. Prior. The series commences with Sword of the Archon, which is available as an ebook and in print.
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FIFTH CHRONICLE

BANE OF THE LICHE LORD

ILESA RODE THE GUSTING WIND, banking into a steep turn that swept her into the thunderhead. Sleet pelted her tiny frame, ran off her feathers in icy streams. She corkscrewed higher and higher, letting the currents drive her above the storm.

The twin suns blazed briefly, then slipped back beneath the angry grey. It was all the respite she needed. Steeling herself against the squall, she drew back her wings, dropped her head, and plummeted through the clouds.

The air screamed past her ears, whistled through her plumage, and then she was beneath the muggy ceiling and swooping towards her prey.

At least that’s how it felt. She had to remind herself who she really was. What she was. It had taken her years to effect the transformation into a bird, and she was finding it all a bit too invigorating. First she’d gone for an eagle’s form; it was just like her to reach for the heights, but she knew she’d drawn attention, and Nameless had seen her when she’d landed on the volcano. That’s why she’d chosen a crow this time. They were so plentiful in Qlippoth, along with the vultures, that no one was likely to notice, least of all him.

The dwarf was a hundred feet below, running for his life. Even from such a distance, her keen eyes could see the sweat pouring off him as his stumpy legs pounded the earth. He was scared, she could tell that for a fact. No, more than scared, he was terrified.

She glided down into the valley that approached the volcano, allowing herself a pat on the back for taking out the assassins. Dwarves had something of a reputation, largely due to their concealer cloaks, which gave them the ability to merge with their surroundings, but these ones had grown careless, never considered that they could become the hunted themselves. That was the way of the assassin where she came from. “The wolf on the hill has nowhere to go but down,” she remembered Master Plaguewind saying. “Never rest on your laurels; there’s always someone hungrier coming up behind.” That person was her. Always had been, always would be. There was only one other to rival her skill, as far as she knew, and he was the bastard who’d decimated her guild, put a hole right through Master Plaguewind’s skull. Shadrak the Unseen had a reputation second to none. He was the wolf on the hill now, as far as the guild were concerned, and that’s why he needed to watch his back.

She’d only ever seen Nameless this scared once before, and that was when he was floundering in the lake with a giant serpent somewhere beneath him. On dry land he’d happily stand toe to toe with anyone, but take him out of his comfort zone and he was a victim, just like everyone else. It paid to know your enemies’ weaknesses, Master Plaguewind always said. Ilesa took that a step further: it paid to know your friends’, too.

As she winged closer, she could hear Nameless’ ragged panting, see the flush of his face. He was at his limit, that was plain, but he still kept going as if all the hounds of the Abyss were on his heels. He was spooked, and whatever had done it was back in the tangled mass of the black forest he’d emerged from when she’d first spotted him.

She’d tracked him ever since she’d lost hope of finding her way out of Qlippoth. The land kept shifting, throwing her into more and more dire situations. But the serpent’s lake had drawn her back when she’d taken to the air. She’d seen its glimmering water from miles away and stupidly allowed herself to hope; hope that Nameless would have returned there to wait for her, that she’d have the guts to face him, apologize for her weakness. For that’s what it was, she knew deep down, but the realization did nothing to dampen her guilt. If he’d been there, it would have been so easy. Her relief at finding a landmark in Qlippoth had buoyed her spirits, given her the courage to confess her faults and the knowledge that Nameless was someone she didn’t need to wear masks around. He was probably the one person she could trust. Problem was, the longer it went on, the more that confidence seeped away like blood from an open wound. Now she’d finally caught up with him, she wasn’t quite so sure what to do. The Ilesa that she’d constructed over seven bloody years, the one that had calcified around the child from Portis, wasted no time taking a firm grip once more. That was the Ilesa who wished, above anything, she’d been able to leave her so-called friends amongst the nightmares rising like an angry miasma from the mind of a crazy god.

Ilesa’s guts flip-flopped into her mouth. She was so close she could almost touch him. She veered off at the last moment and alighted on a crumbling bank of soil and rock.

Nameless stopped in his tracks, chest heaving, breaths coming in rattling gasps. He took a double-handed grip on his axe, arms shaking with the exertion of his run.

Had he heard her? Sensed her approach? Ilesa took a hopping step further up the bank. When she looked back at him, he was staring straight down the valley as if the ghosts of the entire dwarven race were drifting towards him, screaming their condemnation. Ilesa followed his gaze and cursed herself for being so wrapped up in her own fears that she’d lost sight of her surroundings and the hazards that an assassin of her caliber saw everywhere.

A dwarf was half-running, half-stumbling towards Nameless. He was dressed oddly in a blue robe, long golden hair and beard slick with sweat. The robe was smeared with dirt from the track and…No, Ilesa realized with sudden clarity. It wasn’t a ‘he’; it was a woman. If she’d had hands at that moment, she’d have slapped herself on the forehead. She’d done it herself at Nameless’ request, turned herself into a dwarven woman, complete with a full beard. There was something softer about this one’s face that gave it away, a hint of roundness unlike the blockish granite features of the menfolk. Then there were the breasts, deeply cleft and in full motion as she approached. The woman craned her neck to look behind, oblivious to where she was heading. A step away from running into Nameless, she drew up sharp, stared at him with wide-eyed horror, and staggered back. She tripped and landed on her rump then started to scuttle backwards, lips working ten to the dozen but no sound coming out.

Nameless hurled his axe. The woman screamed and threw up her hands, but the axe shot over her head and struck a pillar of moving rock. Ilesa gasped as the rock sprouted arms and tried desperately to stem the blood gushing from its torso. She blinked, and then she saw. The concealer cloak fell away as the dwarf assassin dropped to his knees drenched with crimson gore and then toppled over. The Axe of the Dwarf Lords tugged itself free and flipped back to Nameless’ waiting hand.

That was the moment Ilesa should have shown herself, she knew it right away, but it was like diving from the Titan Rock at Portis. She’d balance on the edge, curling her toes, tell herself to jump and then step back. She couldn’t quite do it. She took a deep breath, readied herself for the transformation back into her human form, when five more assassins detached themselves from the rock-strewn banks of the valley.

The dwarf woman looked from them to Nameless. It was hard to tell who she was more afraid of. She made it to her knees but then dropped her head in resignation. Nameless stepped up close to her and reached out with shaking fingers. She took his hand and stood and then Nameless put himself between her and the assassins.

It was stupid, she knew, but Ilesa felt a knife twist in her guts, and before she’d even thought about it she was spiraling up into the storm clouds and winging a chaotic course to nowhere. The winds buffeted her, carried her away from Nameless and his bearded bitch. She hoped the assassins killed him; killed them both.

Screams shouted down the gale, demanded her attention. At first she thought it was death cries in the valley below, but she soon realized it was screeching she could hear carried on the winds from afar. Terrible screeching, a banshee’s cry multiplied a hundred times, the baying of a thousand starving dogs. It threw up memories of her and Davy fleeing the wolf-pack that had ravaged Portis. Made her think of Silas and the little shit, Nils, and all they’d been through together. What if they were still out there, lost in the shifting terrain of Qlippoth? Not that she gave a shog. What if they were in trouble and no longer had Nameless to protect them? Like it was her problem.

She wavered for a moment, caught between flapping back down to confront the dwarf and his tart or mounting an airborne search for the runt and the wizard. Idiotic, she knew. They were nothing to her. Ilesa didn’t need anyone, and she certainly didn’t owe them shit.

The screaming rose to a crescendo on the wind and she sought out the source. There, through a gap in the clouds, she saw the black forest, spread like a bruise on the horizon.

She couldn’t help herself; she rose above the storm and sped towards it. “Curiosity will be the death of you,” Master Plaguewind chided at the back of her mind.
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Lightning forked overhead, a drumroll of thunder in its wake. Rain fell in stinging volleys without end, and through it all the assassins came on, inexorable as death itself.

“Cordy,” Nameless said. “What’s—”

A hazy shape streaked across the valley floor. Eyes flashed so close they were like twin suns; a rustle of cloth, a rush of air, and the dull thud of a dagger falling to the earth at Nameless’ feet; a dagger still clutched in a severed hand.

“Shog!” Nameless said, back-fisting the assassin in the face and sending him sprawling, blood pumping in great gouts from the stump of his wrist.

The Axe of the Dwarf Lords purred and glinted, pleased as punch.

“Good girl, Paxy.” Nameless patted her haft.

The assassin was halfway to his feet when Cordy slammed into him and delivered a cracking right to his jaw. Nameless grunted his appreciation. For an instant he was reminded of the stories of his mother, but when Cordy craned her neck to glare at him his guts twisted and reality crushed him like an avalanche.

Cordy gave the assassin a kick to make sure he was out then she narrowed her eyes and strode towards Nameless, her sodden hair and beard giving her the wild look of a baresark. He stepped aside and she kept on going. Nameless glanced back the way she’d come from and groaned. The air rippled along both walls of the valley. He flung Paxy and she lodged in an assassin’s face. The dwarf stood for a moment frozen in time then dropped like a stone. Nameless turned away from the others, holding out his hand to catch the axe whistling up from behind.

“Cordy, no.” He jogged to catch up with her. “Not that way. Something’s coming!”

Cordy spun round, hands on hips. “Yeah? Well it can’t be as bad as what’s behind.”

He knew she meant the assassins but her words stung anyway. No matter the threat she was fleeing, or the one she was heading into, the Ravine Butcher was still the worst she could imagine.

Something grey dashed across his peripheral vision, parting the sheets of rain like a veil.

“Oh, for shog’s sake!” Nameless said through gritted teeth.

Paxy arced across the valley and met with a resounding splat and the snapping of bones. The axe haft shuddered as she struggled to free herself.

“Shogging hell!” Nameless said as he strode over and wrenched the blade clear. “I’ve had just about enough of…”

Cordy was off without a backward glance, half striding, half running.

“Cordy!” Nameless called, the blood in his veins fizzing as he looked from her to the glimmers of movement behind. “I’m warning you, shoggers,” he bellowed into the storm. “I’ve been holding back till now, but I’m about to get very, very cross.”

A dwarf appeared mere yards away, his concealer cloak thrown back to reveal a leather jerkin and a baldric loaded with daggers and darts.

“We have no quarrel with you, Butcher. Least not yet. We’re on council business. Stand aside.”

Nameless took a step towards the assassin. “Listen, laddie, if you don’t shog right off I’ll knock your teeth so far down your throat you’ll have to stick a toothbrush up your arse to clean them.”

The assassin produced a punch dagger in each hand and gave a cocksure grin. “Mate, you might’ve taken down a couple of rookies, but let me give you a friendly warning—” He swayed aside and Paxy shot straight past him. “See what I mean, you clumsy shogging grunt.” He launched into a weaving run, twin blades a dazzling blur. “You’re gonna learn a thing or two—unnghh.”

Paxy punched through his chest in a spray of gore and settled back into Nameless’ hand.

“Sorry about that, laddie,” Nameless said as the dwarf dropped to his knees and keeled over. “I keep throwing her away but she keeps coming back. Must be my natural magnetism.”

Two grey shapes sped past him in pursuit of Cordy. He hurled Paxy on impulse but she returned without finding her target.

“Great,” Nameless grumbled as he forced his tired legs after them. He knew he should have gone the other way, warned the rest of the dwarves before their doom was upon them, but he couldn’t leave Cordy. Not after what he’d done to her.

He rounded a bend in the valley and tripped. Paxy went spinning away to clatter against a pile of rocks and Nameless tumbled head over heels to land with a whoomph on his back. He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet. A quick glance behind showed him he’d fallen over one of the assassins who was lying prone with his head a bloody pulp, a crimson stained rock beside him. He caught a glimpse of Cordy’s blue dress and stumbled towards her.

Paxy shook violently, causing a mini rockslide, and flew to his outstretched hand.

Cordy was squaring off with the last assassin. She had her fists raised like a seasoned circle fighter. The assassin was casting worried glances over his shoulder. He was on his own now and knew the Ravine Butcher was right behind him. He made a weak lunge with a dagger but Cordy side-stepped and punched him in the temple. He spun away from the brunt of the blow right into Nameless’ fist. Teeth sprayed out in an explosion of spittle and the dwarf fell on his rump.

“Shit!” he screamed. “My shogging dagger! I stabbed my bleeding leg!”

Nameless glowered down at him then kicked him onto his side. The dagger was buried hilt deep in the dwarf’s buttock.

“Technically, laddie, that’s your gluteus maximus, not your leg. Never mind, you’ll live, and besides, I’m sure you’re used to a little prick up your arse.”

The assassin whined and sniveled like a child. “Ain’t funny,” he said. “You’re a shogging nutcase. Wait till Grago hears about this.”

Cordy looked faintly amused at the prick joke, but the moment she saw Nameless watching her the fire returned to her eyes.

“Grago’s going to hear about a whole lot more than how a bunch of Arx Gravis’s finest assassins got beaten by an unarmed woman and a knackered old lard belly,” Nameless said. “Let me give you a friendly warning, laddie. There are creatures coming.” He pointed down the valley, drawing a nervous look from Cordy, too. “Creatures that live to devour. They’re coming to rip every last strip of flesh from the survivors of the ravine city. I’m…” He stopped himself and met Cordy’s gaze. “We’re going to warn the people, get them out of harm’s way. You, laddie, have a simple choice: learn to hop really quick or you’re dinner.”

The assassin’s face lost all color. He looked from Nameless to Cordy. “You can’t just leave me.”

“Bye, laddie,” Nameless said as he sauntered back down the valley in the direction of the volcano. He didn’t look to see if Cordy was following; he could already hear her footfalls.

The wind swirled, carrying with it a high-pitched screeching. Nameless stopped and drew in a deep breath.

“Is that them?” Cordy asked, coming alongside.

“Aye.”

“How far off?”

Nameless frowned and strained to listen. He’d thought they were right on his heels, but the screeching still sounded distant. “I’m not sure, but let’s not chance it. We need to warn the people.”

Cordy put a hand on his shoulder but immediately withdrew it. “But the council, Nameless, it’s not in control anymore. It’s just Grago now, and his goons.”

“I saw.” When Silas carried him into the sky above the gorge. Soldiers had ringed the councilors in and Jaym put Old Moary down. “That why you were running?”

“He means to kill us. Oh, he’s passing it off as a trial, but there’s no doubting the outcome. I got away but the others are being held captive.”

“Well that’s where I was heading. We have to get to the gorge before—”

“No, not the gorge,” Cordy said. “Grago made us leave there. He said the time for hiding was over; said Stupid had maps that could lead us to our past and to our destiny.”

“Stupid?” Nameless had a hundred questions he wanted to ask about the mad poet. What was it he thought he knew? Did he know about Arnoch? “So where—”

“I got away from them in the foothills of a volcano. Grago wanted to set up camp there, explore some—”

“Lava vents?” Nameless knew there’d been something about those tunnels.

Cordy’s eyes narrowed and she sucked her top lip in. She never did like being interrupted. Thumil used to joke about it when she was out of earshot. She looked away as if undecided about what to do next. When she looked back, her eyes were moist and her chin was quivering. She opened her mouth to speak, and Nameless braced himself, dreading the condemnation, the mention of Arx Gravis, of Thumil, of baby Marla, but then the screeching came again. It was no nearer, but it still sent chills crawling beneath his skin. He thought of Nils and gave a long lingering look to the north where he could feel, if not see, the cloying malevolence of the forest of tar. He winced against the desire to go back for the lad, no matter the cost to himself, but there was more at stake, more than he could bear to lose.

“I’ll handle Grago,” he said, heading southwards. “Come, if you like, but I’ll not make you.”

The assassin continued to whine and plead, but Nameless may as well have been deaf. He hefted the Axe of the Dwarf Lords to his shoulder and fixed his eyes on his boots. He wasn’t surprised when a pair of sandaled feet joined him on the trail. He risked a look up and saw Cordy staring straight ahead, no acknowledgement that she was coming, no sign that she wasn’t alone. Words started to bubble up from Nameless’ gut, but they were as ephemeral as gorge flies, winking in and out of existence. He moved his lips, trying to say something, but in the end only a dry cough came out.

“How could you kill them so easily?” Cordy said, still without a glance at him. “Our assassins are the most feared on Aethir.”

Nameless’ heart skipped a beat when she spoke. He licked his lips and tried to make eye contact, but she refused him. For an instant the suns glared through a gap in the clouds.

“Don’t know,” he said in all honesty. “I find it rather frightening, don’t you?”

Cordy snorted and they both quickened their pace.
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The squelching stopped dead. It was still black as the grave but something had changed. Nils’s heartbeat was suddenly center of the universe, hammering like the clappers in case anyone had forgotten he was still there. He couldn’t see nothing, and with his breaths all gasping and muffled he felt like he’d been buried alive. Smothered was closer, he reckoned. Smothered by greasy tentacles that stank like fish.

At first he’d thrashed about and tried to cry out but goo had got into his mouth, clogged his throat. The fleshy dark had tightened about him, coating him with sticky gunge that seeped beneath his skin and left him frigid. A roiling motion full of slurps and belches made him panic that he was being digested but then gave him a strange comfort, like he was once more a babe in the womb kept safe from the horrors outside. And such horrors he’d heard rampaging through the forest of tar, consuming everything in their path.

A jagged grey line cut across the darkness. Chill entered, a spot or two of cold wetness. Nils held his breath and willed his disobedient heart to shut up. The dark ripped open wider and a hand reached inside, its fingers long and slender and with only the barest hint of color. He knew that hand well; he’d seen it often enough scurrying around without a body. He’d been there when it had flopped like a newborn calf from Silas’s mouth; been there when it attached itself to Silas’s wrist after Nameless had cut off the real one. For a fleeting instant hope soared, but it was short-lived. It hadn’t been Silas’s wrist at that point. It had been stolen by someone else. He’d seen Silas’s head collapse and pass into the Void. He’d seen what had emerged and taken over the wizard’s headless body: the flaming skull that grew its own skin even as he watched. The skull that was all that remained of Otto Blightey, the Liche Lord of Verusia.

The hand grabbed him by the collar and pulled him free with a plop. Wind ripped around him and icy rain beat at his face. The squid-like creatures that had held him separated and wriggled towards the trees but they weren’t fast enough. Blightey lifted Nils effortlessly high above the forest even as hundreds upon hundreds of grey shapes swarmed over the squid-things screeching, rending, and baying for blood.

Nils gawped down at Silas’s rain-spattered boots, which were planted upon a hovering disk of shadow. The wizard’s long coat flapped like washing drying in a gale. Everything told Nils it was Silas; everything but the unnatural strength. He craned his neck so he could see once more the imposter’s face sat atop Silas’s neck. Blightey’s coiffed hair was a wild tangle in the gusting wind, his bloodless face a study in concentration as he looked at the scene below, all the while holding Nils like he might have held a used handkerchief.

“Gurrgh,” Nils said. “You’re choking me.”

“Yes.” Blightey’s voice was a lisping whisper, detached and utterly unconcerned. “Savor it. There are few experiences to rival that of asphyxiation. Some even find it pleasurable.”

The Liche Lord’s pupils were pinpricks of flame that never left the monsters gorging upon the squid-things and turning their hungry stares upon the trees of the black forest.

“My feeders are so beautiful, aren’t they?” Blightey said, his grin almost lipless. “Besides the shark, what better example of nature’s inherent cruelty have you seen?”

Nils had an answer to that but he couldn’t breathe, let alone speak, and he didn’t reckon he was in any position to tell the shogger what came to mind. He tried to focus on the slaughter below, where the death cries of the squid-things were drowned out by the ravenous screeching of Blightey’s feeders. Nils’s vision was a blur. All he could make out were grey shapes like tall skinny humans with elongated fingers, only three on each hand. He squinted but his sight was already darkening. He was sure they had no eyes, no facial features at all save for gaping mouths that looked like they could swallow a head whole.

A voice niggled away at the back of his mind. “You’re a useless tosser, boy,” his dad said. It was a memory, he knew, of the time he’d been caught burgling the house of Senator Jarus. “Right bloody embarrassed me, you did.” He winced at the recollected slap. Cold tears rolled down his cheeks and then he heard his mom sticking up for him like always. “Hit him again and you can sling your hook, Buck Fargin, you lowlife piece of scum.”

Nils found himself chuckling at the memory. He’d always been her favorite. The chuckle quickly turned to an anguished rasp, and he knew he’d never see her again.

Nameless swam across his mind’s eye, which was funny seeing as the dwarf couldn’t swim. He was yelling something at Nils and gesturing with his hand. Nils obeyed on instinct, reached for the hilt of his sword.

“I once caught an enormous dragonfly,” Blightey said as he continued his rapt study of the feast below. “Over a foot long it was. Its wings were a kaleidoscope of colors, scintillating flashes of greens and purples. Magnificent creature. Sterling.”

Nils slid the blade an inch or so from its scabbard, careful not to let the slightest rasp interrupt the Liche Lord’s speech.

“Beauty is always counterpointed by decay, matter by dissolution, life by death.” Blightey gave a peculiar laugh at that, high-pitched and way back in his throat—or was it still Silas’s throat? “I took a sheet of vellum, coated it with honey, and stood the dragonfly on it. It tried to lift off and lost a leg in the process. Then it did something that perfectly illustrated the enslavement of all base creatures to their nature: it tried to eat the honey and got its head stuck.”

Nils pulled the sword all the way clear. His fingers were so numb he almost dropped it. His breaths were little more than gurgling hisses now, and it felt like a fist-sized rock was working its way up his throat.

“Then I set the vellum down by a teeming razor-ant nest. You know the ones I mean? As big as your thumbnail and with enough mandible force to rip through bone. The first wave got trapped in the honey, but that simply made a bridge for the others to cross, and then I settled down to watch as they stripped the dragonfly bare. It was, shall I say, a most invigorating experience; one of my first of any consequence.”

With the last remnants of his strength, Nils reversed the blade and thrust it back into the Liche Lord’s fruits. Lightning ripped through his veins and the sword spun away into the branches below. Nils choked out a scream as he fell, but his feet struck shadow as solid as rock and he crumpled onto the floating disk, body racked with spasms.

Blightey smiled down at him like he was adoring a newborn babe.

“My dear boy. What did you say your name was?”

Nils tried to speak but all he could do was grunt. “Nee. Neeh.”

“Knee-knee? No, that will never do.”

“Nils. My name is Nils.”

Blightey’s eyes flickered and he cocked his head to one side. “Nils. Yes, there’s a certain peasant honesty about the epithet. Nils it is, then. Well, my dear Nils, it is perfectly understandable for you to lash out at me, in spite of my good intentions. You have not yet seen enough of the bigger picture to witness my friendship. Do not concern yourself, though. A blade so disenchanted, if you’ll excuse my flippancy, is as effective against my borrowed flesh as a flaccid appendage before the most enticing grease-pots in a curate’s garden. There are always teething problems at the start of a new relationship, but you must not lose heart. We have all the time in the world to get to know one another.”

Nils felt like a bunch of eels was nesting in his stomach. He clamped a hand over his mouth to silence his chattering teeth.

A large crow flapped its way up from a branch below, just before the entire tree began to shake and sink.

“Now they’re starting on the forest,” Blightey said. “Devouring the trees from the roots up. Insatiable. Utterly insatiable.”

All around the copse they’d recently been standing in, trees were shuddering and disappearing in clouds of black dust, and as they did so, they let out the most blood-curdling screams that made Nils cover his ears and scream along with them.

The disk drifted higher and moved out over the forest of tar, whilst below thousands of feeders were swarming over the trees.

“There will be nothing left in a matter of hours,” Blightey said. “I imagine they’ll sleep it off for a bit and then pick up the trail. I’ve instilled in them a particular desire for dwarf meat. It should be fascinating to watch.”

The crow followed the disk upwards and to the south where Nils could make out the smoldering peak of the volcano they’d passed on the way to find the staff. It flew closer, as if it were going to land on the edge of the disk, but Blightey glared and it broke off, losing itself in the swollen clouds.

They drifted on until they reached the mouth of a valley.

“Off you hop,” Blightey said, stepping away from the disk and brushing his palms together.

Nils jumped clear just as the disk vanished into thin air.

“Not my first choice of travel,” Blightey said, rubbing his forehead, “but what better way to watch the feeders at work?”

“Better’n them eating us as well, I s’pose,” Nils grumbled, hugging himself and shivering.

“Oh, they have no taste for my kind of flesh, although they might make a mess of this splendid coat. You, on the other hand, would set them salivating.” Blightey licked his lips and gave Nils a searching look that made his skin crawl. “I’m sure I could protect you, but the question is, would you want me to? Everything comes at a price, Nils. Even friendship.”

Nils gasped as the rain ceased to touch him. Warmth seeped beneath his skin, dried his clothes and hair, the puddled soil beneath his feet. A circle of summer had grown up around them, while beyond its bounds the storm continued to rage.

Blightey gestured for Nils to sit on the ground. With a wave of his hand he made a fire spring up and seated himself on the opposite side, the flickering flames reflecting off his pallid skin.

“We have perhaps a few hours before the feeders are finished with the forest, and then they’ll need to sleep. In the meantime, I have a proposition for you, young Nils.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Silas here,” Blightey swept his hands down his chest, “told me, as we passed each other in the mouth of the Void, that you are something of a student.”

“I read a bit,” Nils said. “Silas was learning me.”

Blightey winced and held up a finger. “And not altogether successfully, if I might make so bold. I am in need of an apprentice, Nils, and you are in need of a tutor. The synchronicity is undeniable. What say you we enter into a mutually beneficial relationship?”

The way Blightey inflected the last word brought bile to Nils’s throat. “Don’t think so. If it’s all the same to you I’d just as soon be on my way.”

Blightey pursed his lips and gave a shrug. “We’ll discuss it later,” he said as he snapped his fingers. A picnic blanket appeared beside the fire, loaded with sweet meats, pastries, fresh fruit, bowls, plates, cutlery, and an enormous ceramic pot filled to the brim with steaming broth.

Nils couldn’t stop himself from drooling. He gave Blightey a sheepish look and reached for a bowl and spoon, then flinched when Blightey raised an admonishing finger.

“Masters and pupils only,” the Liche Lord said, grabbing a bacon-wrapped delicacy and dangling it in front of his mouth while with his free hand he touched his forehead, chest, left shoulder then right. He caught Nils watching and raised his eyebrows. “Old habits…”

Nils’s stomach did a churning flip-flop, he was so hungry. More than that, he was starving. He wondered if Blightey was someone he could bargain with. Perhaps if he said he’d consider the apprenticeship…

Something corpse-blue wriggled from the end of Blightey’s delicacy. It was some kind of worm with a head like a…like a thingy, which it turned back on itself so it could gnaw at its bacon wrappings. Blightey popped the whole thing in his mouth and crunched down hard.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, my boy,” he said with a grease-covered smile.

The Liche Lord’s chewing threw up the image of a hundred maggots working their way out of a week-old carcass. Nils rolled onto his side and puked his guts up. When he’d finished, he saw the crow again, atop the valley wall, watching him with beady eyes.

It cawed, and Nils had an even nastier vision of it pecking at his liver while his body was slowly consumed by a river of fire.

Blightey watched him with an amused grin. With a shrug that said, “Suit yourself,” he turned his back on Nils and continued to stuff his face. With a click of Blightey’s fingers, the patch of summer drew tight around him, leaving the Liche Lord as dry as tinder, and Nils back in the icy clutches of the storm. Got him thinking he’d made a big mistake. It was just like those times back home when he’d been sent packing to the yard for answering back once too often, when Mom used to tell him he was in the dog house.

[image: ]

The dwarves had moved quickly. They were teeming about the slopes of the volcano in well-organized groups, setting up camp, building fires, reconnoitering the lava vents with the efficiency of an army of termites.

Nameless followed Cordy up the last twists and turns of a narrow gully onto open ground. He was mesmerized by the roll of her fine dwarven—He checked the thought instantly. In days gone by he’d have said it out loud and she’d have given him a playful thump, but there was no chance of that now. The realization came like a dagger in the guts that twisted mercilessly until he snapped out of it.

“I once knew a girl, Cordy was her name,” he started to sing before he was even aware his lips were moving.

“What’s that?” Cordy spun round.

Nameless looked up like a child that had been caught stealing from the wine cellar—not that that had ever happened, of course. “Nothing.”

“Yeah, right,” Cordy sneered. “I heard you. What are you trying to say?”

Movement on the incline ahead distracted Nameless and gave him an excuse not to answer. “They’ve seen us.”

“So what? Answer me, you shogger.”

“It just came out. I wasn’t thinking. I always sing when I’m nervous.”

She took a step towards him and stuck out her chin. She had the kind of look about her that left him in no doubt what she thought. The dagger blade turned into a greatsword. Nameless felt his cheeks burn with shame and he looked down at his feet.

“Do I make you nervous?”

Nameless couldn’t bring himself to answer.

“Good,” Cordy said. “Then sing some more.”

“Cordy, I—”

She pressed up so close he could feel the warmth of her breath, smell the sweet musk of her sweat.

“Sing. I want to hear the rest of it.”

There was no more. The words had
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