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            THE AXE OF THE DWARF LORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      By the Supernal Father, she was lonely.

      After all this time, she’d forgotten what it was like. When you’d been alone as long as she had, you eventually ceased to notice. The feeling sank, just as Arnoch had sunk, to a place deep within she was afraid to visit. She’d grown used to not dwelling upon it; pretended it wasn’t there.

      One touch. That was all it had taken. Warm fingers curling about her haft, the comfort of his strength, the bliss of the two becoming one. He had roused her from her slumber, hefted her into the giddy thrill of battle, restored her purpose.

      And then he’d left; ditched her on the shores of a new-formed lake. It didn’t matter the reason; she couldn’t bear to be without him: her wielder. Her companion. Her Exalted.

      Please, she pulsed out into the ether, knowing he couldn’t hear her, but hoping nevertheless. Please.

      Don’t abandon me, she wanted to say, but the words would have brought a terrible admission—one she doubted she could endure. Don’t let me sink beneath the waters of the lake. Weren’t all those centuries alone in the submerged Arnoch enough? Is it my fate to be forgotten?

      Perhaps, if her power had been greater, the city would not have fallen. Perhaps if she’d been braver…

      She’d failed every one of her Exalted when they had stood against the Destroyer. She’d failed the dwarf lords of Arnoch; failed King Arios. That’s why she’d never seen her entombment beneath the waves as anything but deserved punishment. The dwarves she was pledged to protect had all perished, so it was only right she shared their watery grave. But when the Nameless Dwarf had reached out to her in his need, when she’d sped to his grasp, all her past failings were incinerated in that burst of argent that ended the unstoppable nightmare.

      Until this moment, she’d not asked herself why she’d been impotent against the Destroyer before, why all the other Exalted had fallen and Arnoch had plunged beneath the sea. But she asked now that she was alone once more, now that she felt the coldness of her crafting, the lifeless ebb of her tortured awareness. It was him, not her. All the power she offered him was as nothing compared with the gift of his touch, the throb of the blood pumping through his veins, the unconquerable heart of a champion. He was not just an Exalted; he was the best of the Exalted.

      And he was hers.

      A shudder passed through her blades and rippled its way down her haft. She felt both longing and despair in one tormented instant. She wished she had a mouth, like she had before in her life the other side of the Void in the Supernal Realm. The desire gave birth to one in her mind, and she made good use of it, wailing into the infinite spaces of the cosmos and begging for oblivion.

      “Sister? Sister, is that you?” —a voice, far away. A voice broken with anguish. “I hear your cries and add them to my own.”

      “Brother?” she asked with imaginary lips.

      “Aye, the same,” came the quavering response. “Though I am ashamed to admit it. I could not find you, my sister. It was as though you were plucked from existence.”

      She shifted upon the shore, spun in the mud, as if that would bring them closer. “Arnoch fell, my brother, and I fell with her.”

      “The Perpetual City? But how? When?”

      She dared not speak of it to him. The first word would undo her, destroy what self-control she still held onto. “A long time ago.” Longer than she cared to remember. “Are you still—”

      “A hammer? Of sorts, I suppose, though I no longer have anyone to swing me. But you, my sister, surely you are still the hope of the dwarves, even with Arnoch’s passing?”

      “I am no one’s hope, brother. I failed them. Failed them all.”

      His sigh was the distant rumble of thunder. “I know that bitter taste. I am the bedfellow of betrayal and failed redemption.”

      “What has happened, my brother?”

      Another peal of thunder, muffled this time and farther away. She counted the seconds to his response and knew there was not long left.

      “Death, my sister. The death of hope. Maldark, my wielder, perished, and the memory is still raw. Mananoc grows strong, but I can no longer oppose him. It is now down to others to fight that battle, but without our aid, how can they prevail? Our brother has turned his back on the Supernal Father, and now you tell me you have failed. I see only despair. Our day is done.”

      The voice echoed away into silence. She wanted to call out, beg him to return, but she feared the lack of an answer. It was as cruel as the fleeting touch of her Exalted, this ghost from her past.

      And then she saw him, just a phantom, standing before the throne of Witandos in the Supernal Realm. She’d been on his right, her other brother on his left, as the terrible path they were to tread was laid out before them. Three lives for the sake of mortals; three to stand against the deceptions of Mananoc.

      But now, two had failed. And the other… The other—

      “Darling sister. I thought you didn’t care.”

      She saw a vision of a forest of tar, its black trees oozing malice. At the center, wreathed in briars, stood a staff carved of deepest ebony.

      No. Not now. I’m not strong enough. The illusion of voice broke like the gossamer strands of a web in a tempest. If she couldn’t speak, maybe he couldn’t hear her. Perhaps he’d grow tired and leave her be. Perhaps—

      “Oh, I can hear you, sister.” He hissed the last word, left its lingering susurrus to infiltrate her every secret space. “I’ve missed you. Where have you been? Bottom of the sea, I hear. You don’t visit. You don’t write. I have so much to tell you.”

      She slid through the mud, seeking to defend herself from the Ebon Staff and knowing it was futile.

      He’s not here, he’s not here, he’s not—

      “Oh, yes, I am. You don’t get much closer than this.”

      An icy tendril coursed its way through her panicked consciousness. She’d lifted into the air above the lake before she even thought about it.

      “Go on, flee. Flee back to your stunted little boyfriend. See if he can save you. See if he can save the last of his insipid race.”

      But we were once like them, she wanted to say. We were the pattern the dwarves were dreamed from.

      But she’d be wasting her time. He knew what he was, knew where he’d come from. The only difference was, he’d grown to resent his past, resent the command that had melded them with steel, wood, and stone and sent them through the Void. And she knew that long ago, even before Arnoch had sunk beneath the ocean, he’d made some very unpleasant friends.

      “Oh, you remember! How sweet. I’ll be sure to tell him when he gets back from the Void.”

      The Void? You must be more insane than I thought.

      During their passage through that empty space, the three siblings had been held in existence purely by the arcane wisdom of Witandos, who had forged them into indestructible weapons of power. Besides them, only Etala, the Archon, and Mananoc had passed from the Supernal Realm through the Void, but even they could not return. And since his defeat by the Archon, Mananoc barely clung to existence on the brink of the Void through the obstinate refusal of his will. Her brother’s master, the Lich Lord of Verusia, might have grown strong on the perversion of all that was good and holy, but even his awesome power would be as nothing compared to the infinite hunger of the Void.

      The Ebon Staff’s consciousness still lingered within her, but he didn’t say anything. The callous laughter that threatened to swamp her told her all she needed to know.

      With a jolt of terror she’d prayed never to feel again, she sped toward the trees flanking the lake with one desperate thought wailing through her mind:

      Nameless!
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      Silas swore and looked up from the book he was reading—the occult grimoire of Otto Blightey, Lich Lord of Verusia. The damp ground soaking into the seat of his britches hadn’t done it. Neither had Nils’s imbecilic humming, nor his ludicrous attempts to grunt out the sounds of the words he was trying to read. The gurgling slurps of the hungry bogs that spattered the moors scarcely raised an eyebrow. It was the rank stench invading his nostrils that finally tore Silas’s eyes from the page.

      His first instinct was to gag, but then he coughed into his fist. The coppery tang of blood coated his lips, and when he checked, his hand was speckled with crimson. Familiar dread insinuated its way into his bones. He didn’t have much longer, that was clear. It was the magic doing it, without any shadow of a doubt.

      They’d warned him about it at the Academy. On his first day, they’d spelled it out for the students: creation out of nothing was as impossible for wizards as it was for the philosophers of science. “Give and take,” was how Magister Quilth had described it. You gave something of yourself—your essence—and you took from the eldritch well of the Daeg’s dreams. The trick was in finding suitable conduits, so that the magical debt wasn’t paid by the wizard himself. Easy for Quilth to say. He had enough conduits to pipe magic into every home in Jeridium, if he’d been the sharing kind. Wands, scrolls, a shaggy black cat. Silas suspected the master could even draw magic through an artichoke, given half a chance, but Quilth had steadfastly refused to share his secrets. “It’s a privilege,” he used to say. “Something each wizard needs to earn for himself.” Well, as far as Silas was concerned, he had earned it—by using the skills of his misspent youth to steal Blightey’s grimoire. Judging by his failing health, though, that might not have been what Quilth meant.

      What scared him more than anything was that the sickness showed no signs of abating, even when he laid off the magic. Apart from working on Nils’s shoulder wound, he’d barely cast a cantrip since leaving the lake, despite the lad sniveling about food and a fire. The rot had set in and was rapidly taking Silas where he had no desire to go. The only thing that stood between him and an early grave was the book and its promise of power without the downside. But even that had to be earned. Perhaps the illness was the spur he needed; if not for the threat of wasting and death, nothing this side of the Abyss would have forced him to search out the black staff at the heart of its malignant forest.

      Something was calling to him—or was it someone?

      “Did you hear me?”

      “What?” Silas said, and then saw Nils looking at him expectantly. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Raesoor’akon.” The imbecile was jabbing a finger at the open page of his Lek Vae.

      “Sorry?”

      “Raesoor’akon,” Nils said again. “What the shog is that?”

      “Ancient Vanatusian, you dunce, like all the other words in that insipid book. I don’t know what possessed me to think I could teach someone with a brain the size of a rabbit turd.”

      Nils screwed his face up, looking for all intents and purposes like he’d missed an appointment with the latrine and was now suffering an unscheduled bid for evacuation.

      “Yeah, but that ain’t one of the words you learned me, is it?”

      “It means resurrection.”

      “What’s that, then?”

      Truth be told, Silas didn’t know the first thing about what the Lek Vae said on the subject, or anything else for that matter. Nor did he care. From what he could make out from the passages he’d read to Nils, the book was a hodgepodge of obfuscating gobbledygook that looked as if it had been accidentally thrown together by a monkey with a quill and way too much parchment. “It means to come back to life.”

      Nils’s frown deepened, if that were possible. “From what?”

      “Death, presumably.” You utter moron. “Though, with most religions, the meaning’s not necessarily literal. Resurrection probably denotes change. Got it?”

      “Uhm…”

      “Good. Now shut up. I’m thinking.”

      With an exaggerated huff, Nils turned his attention back to the page. Silas could almost hear his brain groaning with the effort. The lad rubbed at his shoulder. It didn’t seem to matter that Silas had gone to great efforts to heal the wound. No easy task when you had to eradicate every last trace of infection the goblin bite had left. Waste of bloody magic, if you asked him. Ungrateful wretch.

      Mist was rolling in from the moors, curling between the swaying reeds. In the west, a mountain range snaked southward like the spine of a monstrous beast. For all he knew, it could have been. Perhaps even the backbone of the tortured god whose nightmares they now shared.

      The parting glow of the twin suns lingered between two hazy peaks. To the east lay the sprawling pine forest they’d left mercifully behind. Nils had wanted to give chase to the dwarves who’d taken Nameless, despite the threat of their crossbows, but Silas persuaded him to skirt the edge of the trees, see if they could find another way to rescue their friend. He had no idea what that was, but the grimoire would provide an answer. It left him in no doubt about that whatsoever.

      Something golden streaked across the sky toward the north. It was too low for a shooting star. He cocked his head and watched its passage above the distant forest. He was about to point it out to Nils, but the lad looked up, wrinkled his nose, and glared.

      “You shat your pants?”

      Silas drew in air between his teeth. “No”—you fatuous idiot—“it’s peat.”

      The snot-nosed cretin took that as an excuse to close his book. Anything to avoid reading. Mind you, seeing as he had nothing better to study than religious hogwash, Silas couldn’t say he blamed him. What was Nameless thinking when he lent his book to Nils? More to the point, what was an axe-wielding, beer-swilling, genocidal maniac doing with sacred scriptures in the first place?

      “Pete who?” Nils asked.

      “Rotting vegetation, you nincompoop.”

      Nils frowned at the undergrowth, bent his nose to the black mud. “Oh, got you. Shog, that stinks. Can’t we move—”

      “No.” Silas pointedly resumed his reading. The letters and sigils on the page began their whirling dance, honing his vision to a point.

      “But we should get going. Anything could’ve happened to Nameless. I mean—”

      “I’m studying.”

      Nils let out an exaggerated sigh and began to tap the cover of his Lek Vae. “How long’s it take, for shog’s sake?”

      “A lot longer, if you keep interrupting.”

      “Rate you’re going, I’ll have a full-grown beard by the time you’ve finished.”

      Silas’s fingers tightened into a fist, splayed, tightened again. His eyes narrowed so much, he half-expected them to pop from their sockets. How was he supposed to focus, when he could see the irritating little prick out of the corner of his eye, rubbing his chin and imagining he had anything more than bum-fluff growing there?

      “Impressive, Nils. You’ll be able to plait that in another decade. Don’t tell me you’re going to get yourself an axe and start drinking mead next.”

      “What you saying?”

      “I have a notion you’re idolizing someone,” Silas said.

      “You’ve a what?”

      “Our dwarf friend. You’re emulating him, by which I mean, you’re trying to be like him.”

      “I ain’t like him.”

      Silas closed his eyes and drew in a long, slow breath. “I think that’s very shrewd of you. Now, do you mind shutting up, so I can read?”

      Nils went back to his book, muttering to himself all the while. Silas caught snippets of it: “Bloody Ilesa. Never should’ve trusted the bitch. Sod the shogging dwarves. Should’ve just followed and gave them what for.”

      The effect was mildly comical—the way the lad’s face kept screwing up like a donkey’s rectum, the same as Silas’s might have if he was presented with the Collected Works of Quintus Quincy, the worst poet in Medryn-Tha. Not that Silas had ever seen a donkey’s back passage, but he’d seen Quincy’s when the audience turned on the poet during a recital.

      For a moment, the memory distracted him, and he almost laughed out loud. Those had been hard days, eking out a measly existence as a cutpurse on the streets of Jeridium, but there had been something pure about them. Things had changed when he worked the wizards’ quarter and got himself caught breaking into Magister Quilth’s house. A year and a day of study—that had been his punishment. Locked in the Academy and never permitted to leave.

      After the first few weeks, he’d started to enjoy it. He had an aptitude for study, a hunger for it as addictive as his mother’s need for men. Knowledge brought control, and control meant power. Not in any tyrannical way; just the ability to get through each day without being trodden underfoot like his father. Good days, all of them—the thieving and the study; and they weren’t that much different when you considered the way the scholars at the Academy were always plagiarizing their colleagues’ work and stabbing each other in the back. He knew it was just nostalgia, but it seemed even the air had been crisper back then, the suns’ light brighter. He felt the gentle pull of remembrance, longed to drift upon its currents, but even stronger was the sharp tug back to the page.

      The letters oozed like a lava flow, burning themselves into his brain. They sat just behind his eyes, smoldering keys to Blightey’s dark secrets. Dark, but potent. The sort of thing they were going to need, if they had any chance of rescuing Nameless.

      And Silas did want to rescue the dwarf. Not just to help complete the quest for the Lich Lord’s staff; part of him genuinely wanted to save Nameless.

      The surge of emotion came like an unexpected blow; it almost translated into tears. Silas’s face tightened into a grimace, and he shook his head. He was getting to be like Nils, and that couldn’t be a good thing.

      “What’s that?” Nils said, looking up from his book like a startled chicken.

      “What?” Silas kept his attention on the grimoire’s spells grafting themselves onto his memory with a tangibility that hurt. Nils was no more than a buzzing fly at the periphery of his awareness.

      “That sound.”

      “Just a minute,” Silas said, satisfied he was prepared for every eventuality. The question now was, how were they going to find Nameless? It wasn’t as if either of them was much of a tracker. He was starting to wish Ilesa hadn’t gone off on her own. Well, maybe “wish” was too strong a word.

      “Listen,” Nils whispered, scooting closer on his backside.

      Silas held up a finger for silence.

      The grimoire’s pages turned of their own accord. He still hadn’t grown used to it. It was almost as if invisible hands were riffling through, looking for just the right spell to answer his unspoken question.

      Something squelched off to the left.

      Silas tensed, thinking Nils was chewing next to his ear. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He’d heard more than he could stand of the cretin’s slurps and teeth-grinding since they’d been traveling together. What was it with some people that they had to be continuously stuffing their faces? If Nils needed to masticate, then he could bloody well do so alone, out of earshot. And if that meant at the bottom of a quagmire, then all well and good. Silas had half a mind to give the uncouth youth a long overdue clip round the ear, but then he remembered they had no food and hadn’t had for some time. It couldn’t possibly have been Nils making that sound.

      He tried to screen the noise out, so he could focus on the page the book had selected. The ink was dried and crumbling, coming away in powdery flakes. It looked black at first, but when Silas licked his finger and dabbed it on the script, he saw it was a brownish red. The page itself, like a few of the others, was of vellum, gummed in at a later date, whereas most were of thicker parchment and stitch-bound. The flesh on his back prickled as he scrutinized the letters. They crept and slithered into his mind, a series of harsh consonants and long drawn-out diphthongs. He tried to mouth the alien words, but his throat felt like a thousand spiders had crawled into it, coalescing into one writhing, cloying mass.

      “There it is again,” Nils said, but Silas could barely breathe, never mind respond. “That sucking sound. Gurgling, like a ditch being drained.”

      Shut up, I’m choking!

      “Know what it reminds me of?” Nils went on. “My dad eating. Hated that sound when I was at home.”

      Now there’s irony for—

      Silas’s guts flip-flopped into his throat. He felt like a snake that had swallowed an egg.

      “You all right?” Nils said. “What’s up with your neck?”

      Silas doubled up, dry-heaving, but nothing could get past the blockage. Something tickled his uvula, pressed against his palate. He retched again, and this time the mass shifted into his mouth. The same something probed his lower gums, found purchase on his teeth. It felt like a finger. Another emerged, curling under his chin. A scream started deep in his larynx as his jaw was forced open, and the skin either side of his lips stretched so taut he knew it was going to rip. But then the mass flopped out of his mouth and landed with a plop on the open page.

      “Shit!” Nils said, scrambling back.

      Silas coughed up blood and bile, all the while staring at the horror that had emerged from his throat. It looked like a huge glistening spider, drenched with his phlegm; but then it twitched and splayed out four elongated fingers and a thumb.

      “It’s a hand!” Nils half screamed. “A shogging hand!”

      The bog slurped and belched, causing Silas to look away from the abomination he’d just given birth to. The peaty ground to the left had shifted, leaving a ditch like a scar in its black surface.

      “See, I told you something weren’t right,” Nils said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Childlike limbs hung over the edge of the ditch, the skin flayed and showing bones. Gobs of goo dangled from them, giving Silas the sickening feeling they’d been partially digested. The sod above the ditch bubbled and squelched, drawing together into a mound that kept on growing.

      A frantic rapping drew Silas’s eyes back to the hand. It was drumming its fingers on the page, as if it demanded his attention.

      Nils gasped something, and Silas’s jaw dropped as the hand scuttled in a tight circle and then sped off like a giant cockroach.

      The heaping pile of peat was still sucking in more of the bog. It was already as tall as a man and just as wide. A bulbous protrusion sprouted from its top, forming into a misshapen head. Sinuous arms coiled from each side, flailing the air like a couple of half-starved pythons.

      The hand scuttled back and thumped Silas on the shin. He cursed as it sped off to the north, but this time, he needed no more prompting. He was already huffing and puffing in pursuit when the bog creature let out a horrific slobbering roar.

      “Run!” he cried over his shoulder, but he needn’t have bothered.

      Nils shot past him and sprinted hell for leather after the grisly hand.
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      Another?” Cordy lifted the jug like a trophy and took a staggering step toward him.

      “You need to ask?” Nameless held out his tankard and grinned at Thumil. “Best ale I’ve tasted, aside from Ballbreakers, or I’m a shogging goblin.”

      “Better than shogging a goblin!” Thumil guffawed and tipped over backward on the bench, feet kicking the air as if he were running upside down.

      Cordy roared with laughter, doubling over at the waist and sloshing beer over the tiles.

      Nameless rolled from his bench, holding out his tankard, catching one drop, two, and then pitching onto his face.

      Thumil let out a shrill pipe of laughter, utterly incontinent. The tangy odor of hops rose like a magical cloud into Nameless’s nostrils and snapped the last restraining chains of decorum. His tongue lolled out, and he got down on his hands and knees to lap at the puddled beer.

      “Stop,” Cordy sputtered through snot and laughter. “Stop. Thumil has something to say.”

      “I do,” Thumil said. “I do indeed, and it’s frightfully important. What is it, dear?”

      “You drunken old sot. How the shog did you get chosen to be Voice of the Council?”

      Nameless twisted his head and winked. “What better qualifications for the Voice than to drink mightily and talk drivel? Same things you married him for, Cordy.”

      And suddenly, he knew he was dreaming. The three of them had not drunk together—save for the wedding banquet—after Thumil and Cordy were married. Not only that, but Thumil was dead, his head shoved on a spike. And Cordy would never laugh and joke again.

      She set down the jug and stood with hands on hips, playing the scolding mother. “If you want a thing doing…” she said, heading for the doorway on unsteady legs.

      “Shush,” Thumil said, finger to lips. “Not a sound. Here she comes.”

      Cordy returned, sure of step and suddenly sober. She cradled a white-wrapped bundle in her arms and was beaming down at it with utter devotion. “This,” she said to Nameless, “is our daughter, Marla. We would be honored if you would be her soul-father.”

      Nameless’s head cleared in an instant. He pushed himself upright and touched a tremulous finger to the baby’s cheek.

      Marla.

      The baby he’d killed. It didn’t matter he hadn’t intended to. He was responsible—for her death, and the deaths of thousands of others.

      “She’s…” Nameless looked to Thumil for help.

      The Voice was sitting straight, arms folded across his chest, a big stupid grin on his wizened face.

      “I know, old friend,” Thumil said. “Gladdens this dwarf’s heart more than he could ever have imagined.”

      “You seriously want me to… I mean, after all I’ve… Me?”

      Was this how it would have been, had he not been the Corrector when he’d come back to the ravine for a second slaughter?

      “Yes,” Thumil said, smiling at his wife. “It’s what we both want.”

      “But the others,” Nameless said. “If not for my strength, they’d have my guts for—”

      “We all deserve a second chance,” Cordy said. “You’re a good dwarf at heart. I’ve always known that.” Her eyes strayed to the black axe leaning against the table.

      The armor Nameless had taken from the Lich Lord lay in pieces upon the floor. The ocras helm that had imprisoned him for so long was on the table, along with the fire giant’s gauntlets. The Shield of Warding he’d brought back from the cusp of the Abyss was propped in a corner.

      The axe still called. Its insatiable rage clung to the deepest parts of his soul. But next to these people who still believed in him, in spite of it all, its power was as nothing.

      “You’ve suffered enough,” Thumil said, rising to place a hand on his shoulder.

      The axe head grated as it pivoted, throwing off waves of darkness.

      Nameless tried to scream a warning, but it was too late. The malice smothered him like a pall.
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      Freezing water splashed over Nameless’s face. He sputtered and thrashed awake, eyes opening onto the immense disk of Raphoe leering at him down the channel of the canyon. In one sickening moment, his heart turned into a millstone.

      Second chances? Suffering enough? Wrong on both counts.

      He flinched at the memory of baby Marla’s limp and bloody body. And Thumil… Poor, poor Thumil.

      “Hate for you to miss the fun,” said a nasally voice. “Seeing as you’re the guest of honor and all.”

      Nameless craned his neck to see a scrawny dwarf standing over him with a bucket. He rolled onto his side and pushed himself to his knees. His wrists were shackled, long chains running from them to his ankles.

      “Name’s Weasel,” the dwarf said.

      Nameless had seen the shogger before, at the circle fights in Arx Gravis, what seemed an age ago. Weasel had been the one taking bets.

      He looked about as good as his name, lean to the point of starvation, with a snout of a nose and a scraggly beard. His almond eyes were heavy-lidded, giving him a lazy look that could just as well have been cunning.

      Weasel leaned in close and whispered. “If you get out of this alive, which I sincerely doubt, come and see me. I remember how you took down Kallos the Crusher in the circle. Play our cards right, and we’re minted. Fear factor like you’ve got’s worth a ton of tokens in my line of work.”

      Kallos the Crusher, the undisputed baresark champion. Nameless remembered the fight; remembered prevailing—only just. But that was another lifetime, back when he’d still had a name.

      “Who told you to get up?” a heavily armored dwarf said, stomping over and raising a club.

      “I did, geezer,” Weasel said, stepping in the way. “Punters deserve to see what they’re wagering on.”

      “Punters? Wagering?” the grunt said, looking like he’d woken up from a dream to find everyone speaking in nonsensical words, which Nameless guessed was anything with more than one syllable.

      Weasel tapped a finger to the side of his nose. He produced a clinking purse of tokens and handed it over. The bewildered guard stared at it for a long moment then grinned and backed away to a clutch of similarly armored dwarves, nodding and giving Weasel a discreet thumbs up.

      Moonlight washed the floor of the gorge with silver, casting deep shadows on the sheer rock walls that loomed over them to either side. Nameless could just about make out dwarves with crossbows watching the camp from ledges above.

      And what a camp it was. The survivors of Arx Gravis had worked quickly to set up a temporary village of tarpaulin shelters, and here and there construction had started on rough stone huts—none as yet completed, but it was clear they intended to stay. Drystone walls had been erected to the north and south of the gorge, hundreds of yards apart. Each was manned by stoic sentries brandishing spears that reflected the light of the fires dotting the occupied space.

      Most of the shelters were empty. Dwarves were gathered in groups, their chattering a muffled, echoing hubbub. Even the children were awake, fighting with wooden axes or hanging onto parents’ hands. In the red glow coming from a brazier, white-robed figures debated in a semicircle. One of them stood apart from the group talking with Jaym, whose red hair and beard were unmistakable even in the half-light.

      “Good to see everyone so excited,” Nameless said. “What’s the play? Phancles’ Tragedy of Maldark the Fallen? Lemdar’s Some like it Stumpy? Jarid’s Trial of Tinfoot Beardless?”

      “Getting warmer,” Weasel said.

      “Thought you might say that. Looks like the Council of Twelve’s already in full flow. Did I miss my defense?”

      Weasel chuckled. “Plenty of time for that. Even in full flow, the Council ain’t likely to make their minds up anytime soon. You know what it’s like. Must have been five years since a bunch of wizards from Jeridium contacted them about selling off some ocras from the mines and they still hadn’t reached a decision when we left Arx Gravis. Mind you, gave some of us a chance to make a bit on the sly, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t get it,” Nameless said. “How come you’ve settled here? Seems everywhere I set foot in this shogging land turns into something else.”

      Weasel turned away, taking his bucket with him. “Yeah, funny that,” he shot over his shoulder. “Don’t think anyone else has worked that one out. Ask Stupid. He’s always ready with an opinion.”

      “Stupid?” Surely not the motley clad fool who’d been close to Dythin Rala, the Voice who’d preceded Thumil?

      But Weasel had slipped in among the dueling children and was making his way toward Jaym and the councilor.

      Nameless squinted. He was sure it was Throam Grago.

      Now there was a dwarf who spoke his mind, and Grago was uncharacteristically decisive for a councilor—not necessarily a good thing.

      Grago was still head to head with the baresark, and every now and then, they would involve nearby soldiers in their conversation. Some were wearing Red Cloaks. Others were more thugs than soldiers, scum from the backwaters of the ravine city. It looked like Jaym had brought along his friends, too. There must have been a dozen baresarks there, moonlight glinting from their piercings.

      “Bacon bites! Get them while they’re hot!” someone shouted in among the crowd. “Truffles! Ironbelly’s Ale!”

      Ironbelly’s? You’d have to be dying of thirst during a drought and have the taste buds of a dehydrated turnip to drink that piss. The insult was too much to bear. If the Council were determined to see the Ravine Butcher punished for his crimes, they could at least have cracked open a keg or two of Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead. Mind you, with a mouth feeling like it was full of sand, Nameless figured he couldn’t be such a snob.

      “Over here!”

      “Beer, beer, everywhere,” a lilting voice piped up. “But for the condemned there’s only guilt to drink. How now, dwarf with no name, liketh you our tragic game?”

      A knock-kneed dwarf in patchwork clothes of red, green, and blue gamboled toward him, shaking a child’s rattle. He had a face that resembled nothing so much as a walnut, and a beard like tangled cobwebs. Upon his head was a tall hat, topped with a bell that tinkled as he danced.

      Some names are best forgotten—The words Stupid had said to him the first time Nameless had set eyes on the fool.

      He recalled a fight with three baresarks. The Svark, Baldar Kloon, had hired them to avenge a perceived slight. Cordy had been there. Thumil, too. And Stupid had appeared in an alley.

      Something else he’d said bubbled to the surface: You must forget in order to find the truth of who you are.

      But forget what? His name? He’d certainly done that, but what had that revealed about him, save that he was a nobody in dwarven society now, no better than the baresarks? A shog sight worse, when you considered what he’d done.

      “Stupid,” Nameless said.

      “Are we so familiar that you presume to diminish my name? Another inch and it will be just like yours.”

      “Then I’ll make do with ‘laddie,’ if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Stupid I am, even when stupid I’m not. Dolt Dullard, I am called, and by others Dimwit Numbskull; but the name of names beyond all others would make the pieces whole, should I give it—which I shan’t, for you know it already.”

      “I think you’re mistaken, laddie,” Nameless said. “I remember you from the ravine, and from Thumil and Cordy’s wedding, but I don’t recall you going by any other name.”

      “You forgot your own name,” Stupid said. “No reason you’d remember mine. Say, it’s a funny thing how quickly folk grow familiar. A patter of banter, and we’re matey like mates.”

      Over Stupid’s shoulder, Nameless saw Throam Grago take his place with the rest of the Council of Twelve. It seemed strange, and a little sad, to see them in their robes of office—save for Cordy, who stood out in her blue dress—but with no debating table to gather round.

      It looked like they were ready for him. Grago said something, and Jaym and a couple of soldiers headed over. The baresark had a metal loop in one hand. It was attached to a length of chain. In his other hand, he held his warhammer.

      “Will wonders never cease?” Stupid said. “I’d have wagered the suns would have fallen from the sky ere they were ready to begin. Something is rotten, something is afoot. The Council of Twelve making haste. The like I’ve never seen.”

      “A quick question, laddie,” Nameless said, eyes never leaving the rapidly approaching group. Beyond them, the whole community, save those on sentry duty, was massing together around the Council. “Why has this place not shifted like everywhere else in Cerreth? Is it a safe-haven?” Safe for the survivors of Arx Gravis to start anew? Safe enough to consider his task done?

      “’Tis a footprint among footprints. You should know—you’ve left your own. Stepping stones across the chaos. I have a map—”

      “Good,” Jaym said, shoving Stupid out of the way. “Need something to wipe my arse on.” He glowered at Nameless. “How’s the jaw? Bet you never felt a punch like that before.”

      “Punch?” Nameless said. “Never felt a thing. It was your breath that knocked me out.”

      Jaym’s face twisted into a snarl. His knuckles whitened from gripping his warhammer so tight, and he started to shake.

      “Steady, big man,” a Red Cloak said. “He’s got it coming, Jaym, just you wait and see.”

      “Kal?” Nameless said. “Kaldwyn Gray? Gods of Arnoch, you’re alive!”

      “Not a word,” Kal said, drawing his shortsword and touching the point to Nameless’s throat. “Not a shogging word.”

      Jaym stepped behind, and Nameless tensed, expecting a crushing blow to the back of the head. Instead, an iron collar clicked into place around his neck, and Jaym came back in front holding his length of chain like a leash.

      “Come on, doggie. We gonna have us some fun.” The baresark yanked on the chain and strode toward the waiting Council, Nameless in tow, a guard either side gripping his arms, Kal bringing up the rear.

      The crowd parted to admit them, and Nameless dipped his head so he didn’t have to look anyone in the eye. He caught the whispered curses, though, and felt his people’s fear and hatred like blows.

      Stupid danced alongside, bell tinkling, hands clapping a jaunty rhythm as he sang:

      “I once met a dwarf who liked gin,

      I know it’s a terrible thing;

      He swigged it like ale

      And told a tall tale

      Of axes and dead dwarven kings.”

      Nameless craned his neck to look back at the fool, who had stopped in his tracks and was staring, a fixed grimace on his gnomic face.

      Axes and dead kings? Did he mean Arios, seated on his throne at the heart of Arnoch? The Axe of the Dwarf Lords? How could he—?

      Jaym tugged the chain hand over hand, reeling Nameless in like a fish. Someone behind—Kal?—hit him across the back of the legs with a heavy blunt object, and Nameless fell to his knees. The guards released him, and Jaym dropped the chain, spat on him, and stood aside.

      Nameless looked up, straight into the sardonic eyes of Throam Grago.

      “Ah, the Nameless Dwarf,” Grago said. “A case for expedient action, if ever there was one.”

      “We have already made extraordinary haste, Councilor Grago,” Old Moary said. He’d been a councilor as long as there’d been dwarves in Arx Gravis, or so it seemed. If the Council was cautious, Moary was positively scrupulous. And yet, it had been Old Moary who’d made the decision for the dwarves to leave the ravine.

      “That’s what makes for such a fascinating dialectic,” a young councilor said. He was slight of frame, yet held himself with the stiffness of an old soldier, and his chin had a haughty tilt to it. No doubt born with an ocras spoon in his mouth, or an axe haft up his nethers. “Thesis,” he nodded to Grago, “and antithesis. Distill the disparate threads, bind them together, intermesh them, and we arrive at—”

      “Councilor Garnil, if you please,” Old Moary said.

      Grago rolled his eyes. “For once we are in agreement, Moary. Now, do be a good boy, Garnil, and leave the grownups to do the talking.”

      “Garnil?” Nameless said. “Nip Garnil, son of Tor?”

      Garnil blanched. “You remember? Remember what you did to my father?”

      Nameless’s guts clenched. There had been so many. It was all one bloody haze, one grisly assortment of severed limbs, all of them just as nameless as he was. All of them faceless. All save for Thumil. Dear old Thumil and his beautiful daughter.

      His eyes found Cordy glaring at him, as if she could burn him from existence with the strength of her hatred.

      “I never questioned what had happened to your name at the time,” Cordy said in a voice like an icy flow. “Stupid, really. We were both stupid—me and Thumil.”

      Old Moary placed a hand on her shoulder.

      Cordy faltered for a second and then pressed on.

      “That’s not strictly true. Thumil and I talked about it once, shortly after you came back to Arx Gravis. You see, Thumil struggled with the idea that we’d all been friends for so long, and yet we didn’t know your name. We knew how you’d lost it, same as everyone did, but there was never any sense that you’d had a name in the first place. Shog knows what that philosopher did, but it wasn’t natural. It was like you’d never existed—as a person; never been anything but the Butcher and then the Corrector; and yet Thumil remembered you from the Ravine Guard, and I remembered you from the Slean, and at our wedd…” She shut her eyes and tensed, her fingers clenching and releasing. “Wedding. Take away a person’s name, and they become a thing, an object. That’s how everyone came to see you: no more than a plague that took away our loved ones, a blight on our society, a terrible storm that killed indiscriminately.

      “Thumil saw that and felt it was wrong. He knew it was the axe’s doing, and he tirelessly defended you, saying you’d had no choice but to go after Lukar into Aranuin; that you were a victim, same as the rest of us. But look where that belief got him. Look where it got my Marla.”

      The black dog crept from the edges of Nameless’s mind, its breath a smothering pall.

      “He thought…” Cordy winced and swallowed. “He thought no evil, no magical force, could override the heart of his greatest friend. He thought… My Thumil thought the love of friends could win out against the wiles of Mananoc. You know how much he cherished the ancient scriptures that had been abandoned in disgrace since the time of Maldark the Fallen? You know how he turned to them for guidance? Well, if he’d lived to see where they’d led him, he’d have burned them. Burned them all to shog!”

      Old Moary tried to pull her into a hug, but Cordy pushed him away.

      “Some things can’t be forgiven,” she snarled at Nameless, jabbing a finger at his chest. “Some things shouldn’t!”

      Nameless spoke through a cloud of darkness. “I know.”

      Cordy raised her fists and threw her head back, screaming at the night sky. “You don’t know! You don’t shogging know! You killed my baby. My sweet, sweet baby.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks, soaked into her beard.

      Grago stepped forward and held his hands up, looking out over the crowd. “Then, we’re all agreed? If there’s no forgiveness for his crimes, surely there can be only one—”

      Gold streaked down into the canyon, arcing its way above the Council until it came to hover before Nameless, moonlight glinting from the double-bladed head of the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

      A gasp went up from the crowd, and from somewhere at the back, Stupid sang, “A dwarf’s best friends are a hardy axe, a tavern to drink in, a foe to hack.” There was a sharp slap, and he cried out and went quiet.

      “Gods of Arnoch!” Grago said in hushed awe. “Witandos, preserve us!”

      The rattle of crossbows being raised was like a faraway distraction. Mouths gaped, eyes popped out of heads, and the thrum of fear rose palpably, as if Nameless could hear the pounding of hundreds of horrified hearts. Hearts that remembered. Hearts that knew what was to come.

      He reached out his manacled hands, the chains connecting them to his ankles pulling taut with a clink. The axe glinted and pulsed in the moonlight. The Paxa Boraga. Peace of the Dwarves.

      “Stand back,” a soldier said, taking a step toward Nameless with a shaky crossbow. It looked like he’d forgotten to cock the weapon.

      Nameless’s hand paused a hair’s breadth from the axe’s haft. Warmth came off it in waves. He could feel its yearning deep in his veins. It wanted him. It needed him.

      “Don’t touch it!” another dwarf hissed. This time, the crossbow was primed and aimed at Nameless’s face. “Move and you’re dead.”

      The axe twirled, gold sparking along its blades. The crowd drew in a collective breath as it readied for a chop.

      No! Nameless tried to say, but his lips wouldn’t respond.

      The axe faltered and spun from the soldier to Nameless and back again.

      Numbness seeped into his limbs, started to set like concrete.

      “No,” he mouthed silently, the fingers of his outstretched hands kneading the air as if it were dough.

      He ground his teeth, working his jaw until it cracked. His hands shook with the effort of trying to lower them. The chains clanked, and the axe responded, striking at one wrist, then the other in swift succession. Silver sparks flew, and the manacles fell away, the chains snaking to the ground. The axe made short work of his ankle bonds then flipped itself into his grasp. Golden fire streamed through his veins, burning away the paralysis.

      A blur of movement caused Nameless to sway, and a beefy fist glanced from his temple. Jaym snarled and reached for the axe’s handle—but his fingers passed right through it.

      “What the shog?” The baresark stepped back.

      Nameless crashed his elbow into Jaym’s nose. Blood sprayed and Jaym reeled away clutching his face. The twang of a crossbow made Nameless spin, the axe coming up of its own accord and deflecting the bolt with its blades. He raised it to fling it at the crossbowman, but then a blue-garbed figure stepped into his field of vision.

      “That’s right, do it all again, you animal,” Cordy said in a voice full of sleet. “Slaughter the few of us that remain.”

      Nameless tried to say something, but the unformed words stuck in his throat like half-chewed meat.

      “Go on.” Cordy pushed up close. “Cut my head off, like you did Thumil’s. Stick it on a shogging spike; and while you’re at it, grab a baby so you can… So you can…” Her chin quivered as tears streaked down her cheeks.

      She punched Nameless full in the face. He rocked back but felt nothing. “Come, on!” Cordy screamed. “Kill me, you evil shogger. Kill me!”

      Nameless let go of the axe, but it just hung there in the air. He saw Jaym bend down, come up with his hammer, and stride toward him. Somewhere in the crowd, a baby cried. He searched it out, finding a mother clutching a newborn to her breast. It looked just like Marla, squinty-eyed as it grizzled, the first downy growth of hair on its head and face. He wanted so badly to smile, but already the mother was hugging the child tighter and turning her back on him.

      The rest of the dwarves gawped at the axe with ashen faces. They’d seen this all before—that was what it looked like to Nameless. Seen it and despaired. Theirs were the faces of people who knew there was nothing they could do. How could he tell them, make them believe he meant no harm?

      “Hearken to a fool!” Stupid cried, slipping out from the crowd. “It’s the axe, but it’s not. Hearken! Arnoch’s real, and swimming like a kipper.”

      Baffled looks passed through the onlookers, but Stupid had eyes only for Jaym. “That hammer head’s made of stone. What’s your excuse?”

      Jaym backhanded him out of the way and hefted his hammer. The axe flashed golden and split it in two. The baresark dropped the pieces and threw his arms up to protect his face, but when he lowered them, his eyes were completely white, and froth spilled from his mouth. His shoulders bunched up to his ears, and veins popped out along his neck. Lips curling back in a roar of rage and frustration, Jaym charged, and the Paxa Boraga drew back to strike.

      Nameless’s hand snapped out, wrenching the axe from the air, and Jaym sprang like a crazed gibuna.

      Only, it wasn’t a spring: it was more of a tumble. He hit the ground hard and rolled.

      Stupid stepped back with one hand covering his mouth.

      “Oops,” he said. “It wasn’t me; it was my foot.”

      “Ocras,” Nameless croaked. He sought out Old Moary among the councilors. “A chest lined with ocras.”

      Old Moary’s rheumy eyes stared dully back, but then something sparkled within them.

      “The Casket of the Law!” He snapped his fingers at a Red Cloak. “Fetch it.”

      The crowd parted to let the soldier through, and Old Moary held up his hand for calm. “Stand down, everyone,” he said. “I think I know what he’s doing.”

      Hardly a sound came from the onlookers. All Nameless could hear was the pounding of his heart and the ragged panting of Cordy’s breath. The axe squirmed and wriggled in his grasp, but he tightened his hold. He ran a finger along the edge of a blade, wincing as he drew blood. The effect was instantaneous: it was like waking from a deep, refreshing sleep. His mind cleared, his muscles swelled with anticipation, and the axe settled like a contented babe.

      “You think you know what he’s doing?” Jaym climbed to his feet. He rolled his neck, and it gave an audible crack. His face was flushed as red as his hair, and pinprick pupils now sat at the center of his white eyes. “Well, let me show you what I’m gonna do.”

      “A tap dance?” Nameless said, folding his arms across his chest, the axe resting between them. “A spot of crocheting?”

      “Save the fooling for the fool,” Stupid said. “Your neck’s already two thirds in the noose. There’s no wit left here. The humor’s gone from the people of the ravine, but the last laugh’s on them. Mananoc loves a grumpy face and a joyless heart.”

      Jaym advanced, his swollen thews threatening to burst through his tattooed skin. “I’m gonna bust you up, Butcher. I’m gonna pulp your shogging head, break your bones, rip out your stinking—”

      “Jaym!” Grago snapped, as if he were correcting a dog. “Down!”

      With drooping shoulders and lowered head, Jaym trudged over to stand with the councilor. Grago whispered in his ear, slitty eyes flicking over the rest of the Council, taking in the closest soldiers. A handful nodded almost imperceptibly, Kal among them. They may have been letting Grago know they were keeping an eye on Jaym, but Nameless had a nagging feeling tugging away at his guts. Jaym seemed satisfied with whatever Grago had told him and turned to glare at Nameless. There was no trace of humiliation about the baresark. If anything, he was gloating.

      Nameless narrowed his eyes, but then Jaym suddenly pitched over backward, his body racked with spasms.

      A gasp rolled through the crowd, and there were angry calls of “Cursed.” Fingers pointed at the axe.

      “Give him space,” Weasel shouted as he rushed to Jaym’s side. “Go on, clear the decks.”

      The scoundrel knelt behind the baresark’s head and placed his knees either side to support it.

      “Happens all the time, whenever he gets angry. Show’s over, folks, unless you wanna see a grown dwarf piss his pants—and believe you me, you don’t want him finding out if you do.”

      The councilors shuffled forward, obscuring Jaym and Weasel from Nameless’s view, and at the same time, the Red Cloak returned bearing an intricately carved casket of green-flecked ocras. He placed it at the feet of Old Moary, who raised his hands until he had the crowd’s attention.

      “You all know what this is.” Old Moary opened the lid and lifted out two stone tablets inscribed with swirling letters.

      Nameless had only seen paper copies before, in his brother’s study. The script was in Old Dwarven.

      “The Tablets of the Law,” Old Moary said. “The statutes of Arx Gravis that have guided us since the Great Betrayal, when Maldark the Fallen led us to the brink of destruction.”

      Old Moary suddenly looked flustered, turning this way and that, as if he had no idea what to do with the tablets now he’d removed them from their traditional resting place.

      “Allow me,” Grago said, taking them from him and holding them at arm’s length, like he might have done someone else’s soiled laundry. He caught the attention of a Red Cloak and practically slung the tablets into the man’s arms. “Stick them in a sack or something, won’t you?”

      Old Moary’s eyes widened. “Be careful, for goodness’ sake.”

      Grago shook his head and folded his arms over his chest. “Now what?”

      “Well…” Old Moary said, licking his lips.

      Nameless went down on one knee and tenderly placed the Axe of the Dwarf Lords inside the casket. “Sorry, lassie,” he said as he closed the lid. “I know you’re just trying to help.” He wanted to tell her he’d be back to get her, but he was never much for lying.

      He went to stand but swayed and would have fallen, had Stupid not caught him by the arm.

      “Fools like to rush in where sane folk balk. They stand on the brink and often fall over the edge; they put their trust in the fickle, lay down the source of their strength, and place themselves at the mercy of those who have none. But the gods of Arnoch love a good fool.”

      Nameless’s restored energy left him. His limbs grew heavy until only some dimly remembered sense of balance kept him standing. He felt as though half his heart had been stolen.

      Grago clapped his hands, and a couple of Red Cloaks carried the casket to one of the unfinished stone shelters.

      “There,” Old Moary said. “Like I was saying. He means us no harm, that much is clear.”

      “The only thing that’s clear here, Councilor, is that there’s no need for a trial,” Grago said. “We all know he’s guilty, and we all know what happened last time some among us failed to take the appropriate action.”

      Nameless looked up at that.

      “Are you saying Thumil should not have—?” Nip Garnil started.

      “Indeed, I am,” Grago said, raising his voice so that the crowd could hear. “If it hadn’t been for the Voice’s misplaced progressivism, we might still be in Arx Gravis. We might still number in the thousands, rather than a paltry five hundred.”

      Cordy doubled over, as if stabbed in the stomach.

      Nameless wanted to go to her but knew he was the last person she’d want offering her comfort.

      “Oh, I know Thumil meant well.” Grago softened his voice and spoke directly to Cordy. “But we have our traditions for a reason. We dwarves have shown ourselves vulnerable to deception, and it is only the law that shields us from further error. That’s the way it’s been since Maldark, and that’s the way it must always be.”

      It was hard to interpret the look on Cordy’s face. It could have been suppressed anger, but it could equally have been acknowledgement of her husband’s misjudgment, and by association, her own.

      Old Moary coughed and flapped his hand around until someone thought to give him a tankard frothing with ale. He took a swig and found his voice.

      “Bad form, Councilor Grago. Bad form indeed to speak so of the deceased, especially in front of Thumil’s widow.”

      The other councilors grunted their agreement, but Grago merely waved away their objections.

      “Tell that to the survivors who lost husbands, wives, and children. Why, we’ve all heard how Councilor Cordana grieves the loss of her babe, and she has my heartfelt sympathy, but does that not tell us something? If I were to adopt the bad form you speak of, Councilor Moary, I would ask Councilor Cordana what she would do if time could be turned back to the end of the first massacre. Would she support her husband’s stance, knowing what she does now?”

      Nameless’s heart had slowed to a sporadic thump, but it almost stopped beating altogether as he waited for Cordy’s response.

      A hush settled over the proceedings and all eyes fell on her.

      “My Thumil was… a great man.”

      A chorus of “ayes” passed along the crowd. All the councilors nodded, except for Grago. Jaym pushed his way through to stand at Grago’s side, britches stained with damp. Most of the color had drained from his face.

      “No one’s disputing Thumil’s greatness, my dear,” Grago said. “What I am questioning is his wisdom as it relates to this specific incident. We all know of your husband’s ideals, his spiritual leanings, and many of us can see the goodness that gave them birth.”

      More nods of agreement.

      “But”—Grago held up a finger and showed it to all sides of the crowd—“would you place his ideals above the consequences we have suffered?”

      Nameless lowered his head. He knew how he’d answer the question, and he had no right to expect anything more from Cordy. When it came down to it, it didn’t really matter whether it was Nameless or the axe that was responsible. Whether it was nature or the malice of Mananoc and his offspring, the faen. People had been slaughtered in their thousands. A child among them. Cordy’s baby.

      “No,” Cordy said. “No, I would not.”

      A chill blew beneath Nameless’s skin, sank deep into his marrow. It was what he’d expected. It was what he’d wanted.

      Grago turned his palms up and raised his eyebrows. “So, what’s left to discuss?”

      Old Moary coughed and spluttered, took another gulp of ale. “Plenty, Councilor Grago. Plenty. Why, there’s the statutes, the traditions—which you yourself said there is a good reason for.”

      Grago shook his head and wagged his finger. “No, no, no, Councilor Moary, you miss my point. It is because our traditions were flaunted that we find ourselves in this quandary. ‘Action begets more action,’ did not the Law Fathers say? If this Nameless Dwarf had not acted outside of the law and retrieved the black axe, if we had not permitted the philosopher to place him in a deep sleep rather than destroy him, if Thumil had not extended clemency, when the appropriate response should have been execution, then we would not now be forced to act against our nature.”

      Stupid hopped from foot to foot. “Nature gifted, nurture perverse.”

      “Be silent, fool,” Grago said.

      “Fools are always silent to the dunce without ears to hear.”

      Jaym growled, and Stupid backed away, kowtowing as if he were leaving the court of a king.

      “There is still much to debate,” red-faced Councilor Bley said.

      “To what end?” Grago said. “Should we prattle on until he hacks the heads from our shoulders? Sticks them on spikes? Enough, I say. It is time we cast aside antiquated laws and acted to save our people.”

      The crowd cheered its support, and the councilors turned to one another in hushed debate.

      All except Cordy. She just stood there with her gaze locked on Nameless. He looked deep into her doleful eyes and knew what she expected of him. What
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