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      The Nameless Dwarf’s breath steamed in the frigid mountain air as he peered through a cleft in the rock wall, convinced he had found the entrance. If he sucked in his gut, he reckoned he should fit through the gap, but the mephitic stench wafting outside was giving him second thoughts.

      Abednego had warned him not to come. The faen knew what awaited him within: a monster that could project its mind over great distances and command its victims to sleepwalk to its lair. Most had come from towns and settlements in Medryn-Tha, but the latest had been a girl, lured from her bed in the dwarven city of Arnoch.

      Clenching his jaw, he refused the urge to turn about and go home. He should have been snuggled up in bed with Cordy, his queen, or down the palace tavern, knocking back a pint of Ballbreakers Black Ale. But leave now, and the killing would go on, until some other shogger was brave or stupid enough to do something about it.

      A chill wind skirled around him, stinging his face and ruffling his beard. Winter never left the heights of the Farfall Mountains. Every step of his long ascent, he’d risked slipping on ice and plummeting thousands of feet below.

      He’d have felt a shog sight better with the Axe of the Dwarf Lords in hand, but he’d lent the mythical weapon to his daughter for her mission to Sahul, on the other side of the world. The replacement, slung over his shoulder, was a hefty double-blader made by none other than Gurk the Tash, Arnoch’s legendary blacksmith. Its keen edges were forged from ocras, but when you were used to the best, even a masterwork axe felt below par.

      Not so the armor, though. That was without peer. Commissioned by Cordy shortly after their wedding, during their first year as king and queen, it had taken Gurk decades to complete. Even when Cordy’s life had been ended by the Lich Lord and Nameless had retreated to the Southern Crags, later to die at the Battle of Jeridium, Gurk had continued to work on the armor. Every articulated plate had been meticulously crafted, fluted, engraved, embossed with the most exquisite designs: pictograms, cuneiform script, geometric patterns taken from the etchings in the Chronicles of Arx Gravis. The alloy it was forged from was Gurk’s closest held secret: stronger than steel, yet light as fabric. The helm was open-faced with curling metal horns—the only element of design Nameless had insisted upon. A closed great helm would have evoked the specter of the Ravine Butcher, who had almost put an end to the entire dwarven race. It was all well and good working out his redemption, but the atrocities he had committed could never be erased. And could they really be forgiven, as his deceased victims in the afterlife of Gabala claimed they were? Not by him. The best he could hope for was longer periods of forgetfulness, aided and abetted by stout ale. Which, of course, he had neglected to bring.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. He should have listened to Abednego and sent a contingent of royal housecarls instead. A king’s life was not for risking, the faen had said at the council meeting, and everyone agreed, save Cordy, who knew her husband too well.

      Abednego’s last words still resonated in Nameless’s mind, gnawing at his resolve: “It is my belief we are dealing with the Lurker, a bane of the Abyss. This is no mortal foe of flesh and blood. With or without the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, you don’t stand a chance.”

      Shog off! Nameless thought, as he breathed in and squeezed into the opening. Abednego might have been a clever little conniver, but he wasn’t exactly known for his wisdom. Don’t stand a chance! That was like challenging a baresark to a drinking contest.

      Bitter cold gave way to dry heat as he entered the gloom on the other side of the cleft. Smoke tickled his nostrils, and he recognized the smell now as brimstone. The darkness within was so thick, it was impossible to judge the size of the cavern, though the sound of his breaths rolling away into the distance reminded him of a Wayist cathedral.

      Nameless was about to raise his foot for another tentative step, when a patch of blackness shuddered in front of him, then slithered away, scraping over rocks as it went.

      A thunderous belch shook the cavern, causing him to teeter backwards. Flames erupted from somewhere up ahead, revealing the huge maw that spewed them forth.

      And there it was: the Lurker, a seething mass, virtually all mouth, that completely filled the opening at the back of the cavern.

      And what an opening! He caught a glimpse of an immense arch overgrown with what looked like golden weeds. Beneath the tangled filigree, the massive pillars of the abutments and the wedge-shaped voussoirs that comprised the horseshoe at the top had the color and consistency of coal. The keystone glinted with mineral deposits arranged, either randomly or by design, in patterns that suggested letters, though none that he knew.

      Tentacles as thick as tree trunks extended from the Lurker’s central bulk to latch onto the inside of the arch, holding the monster in place. Charred bones strewed the ground: the disgorged remains of its victims—all apparently human. Before Nameless could locate the skeleton of a dwarf child among them, the firelight flickered and began to go out, then, with a rattling inhalation, the Lurker’s maw closed, plunging the cavern back into darkness.

      Nameless’s armor rattled in time with his racing heartbeat. He switched hands on the axe haft so he could wipe sweat from his palm. With a deep breath to steady his nerves, and a few practice swings to limber up, he took a two-handed grip and waited. Next time the beastie opened its mouth and illuminated the cavern with its fire breath, he’d make it wish it hadn’t messed with a child of Arnoch. “You hear that, lads?” he told his jelly legs. “First rasp of a burp, and we charge.”

      He winced at a sudden pain between the eyes. Pressure built inside his head, accompanied by a high-pitched buzz, then a chiming resonance that thrummed around his skull. Warmth flooded his veins, and he let out a blissful sigh as he started forward into the dark—not a charge; more the approach of a priest to an altar, or a lover to the conjugal bed.

      The part of his mind that stood aloof and observed knew what was happening, and it wasn’t as if Abednego hadn’t forewarned him. But still he walked contentedly to his doom, his legs under the yoke of a new master. Maybe it’s not such a bad thing, his watching mind thought, to end it all here and now, bring this second life to an end, preferably one more permanent than the first. Because he was no stranger to death, and the afterlife he’d tasted in Gabala, hadn’t been so bad, had it?

      Another part of him objected, even as flame bloomed once more out of the darkness. Why would he want to die? He had Cordy back now, and the throne. He even had a daughter, and the hope that he might one day come to love her.

      Cut it out! a third inner voice said. It came from the core of his being, a scar of rage and shadow that had never fully healed. What, are you, domesticated? A cushioned throne has made you weak. Love and contentment are poison to the likes of you. It is war and iron that make you strong. Bloodshed, violence, the stubbornness of stone.

      It felt as though a dagger punctured the mist that dulled his senses, admitting images of gore-slick blades and screaming faces. His muscles clenched as old horrors shook his citadel of bliss: mountains of dead dwarves, butchered during his twin massacres at the ravine; bodies impaled on spikes, quivering with unnatural life as they fouled the virgin snow of Verusia; Cordy—his Cordy—ribcage crushed by the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, flesh rank with decay, Nameless’s hands black with her desecrated blood.

      He started to scream, but clamped his jaw shut and gave himself over to the nightmares. He needed to cling to them, he knew from past experience; anchor himself in their brutality. No sooner had he made the choice, than the thrum left his skull, and the heat in his blood turned a murderous cold.

      He continued to advance, letting the Lurker think it controlled him. Bones crunched underfoot, but he could see nothing in the blackness when he looked down. He tripped on something that clattered away—a skull?

      The monster belched again, and hot air hit him in the face, stinking of sulfur. Flames roared, closer this time, and for an instant he was blinded by the glare. Heat prickled his skin as he blinked white sparks from his eyes, but still he advanced.

      The Lurker’s mass shuddered as it vomited an entire skeleton from the furnace within, the bones black and smoking. Another human, not the missing girl. Nameless suppressed a glimmer of hope. He hadn’t come here to save anyone. The girl was dead, he’d always known that. He’d come for vengeance, and to make sure the monster never struck again.

      When the great mouth closed, snuffing out the light, something heavy and moist brushed against his leg. He stopped in his tracks, heart thumping in his ears. A tentacle coiled around his ankles, then a second wound about his waist and slowly reeled him in.

      Fire erupted again, and this time he was close enough to see the ring of saber-length teeth that rimmed the gigantic maw. The Lurker had no eyes, Nameless realized, as the tentacles holding him tightened. Gurk’s armor groaned but did not buckle. And then the tentacles whiplashed him towards the monster’s gullet. His hand on the haft started to blister, as he thrust the axe ahead of him into the mouth. With a rush of air, flames converged on the blades, and went out.

      “Yes!” Nameless cried. “I shogging knew it!”

      Ocras absorbed all force, even fire, and he’d gambled on the keen edges of his axe containing just enough of the precious ore to get the job done.

      Fire continued to gout from the Lurker’s maw, but the moment it neared the axe, it lost its heat and flickered away to nothing.

      With a savage roar, Nameless smashed the twin blades through teeth, sending white shards clattering against the sides of the arch. The Lurker let out a piercing howl, and in that moment, he hacked down, severing the tentacle wrapped around his legs. The one that gripped his waist started to recoil, but with a reverse swing, he lopped its end off.

      The monster screamed, a new stream of fire erupting from its mouth. On instinct, Nameless threw up his axe, once more nullifying the flames. And then he was singing a song of blood and beer as he hacked into thrashing tentacles, spattering the arch with green ichor and shattering teeth.

      Relentless in his attack, he grew careless, and fire singed his beard. Furious, he barreled into the shrieking maw, ripping the axe upwards. Gore showered down, but he didn’t stop smashing his axe into the roof of the Lurker’s mouth until he cleft the upper jaw in two, and globs of steaming goo slopped all over him.

      With a shudder, the Lurker collapsed in on itself. Nameless flung himself backwards out of the mouth, grunting as he hit the ground.

      “Well, that was easy,” he muttered in disbelief. “Tell me again how I don’t stand a chance!”

      He sat up, expecting to see twitching tentacles and oozing brains, but there was nothing left of the creature, just a hazy outline that lingered like morning mist, then coalesced into a ribbon of smoke that raced away beneath the arch.

      “Shog,” he muttered. “This isn’t over, is it?”

      No mortal foe of flesh and blood, Abednego had said.

      Certainty leached out of him as he sucked in stale air and crossed the archway’s threshold.

      The tunnel the other side wound away into the distance. It was ribbed with concentric circles of lighter shades of rock, giving the impression it had been drilled by a giant stonemason. The surfaces were some kind of red-hued granite that exuded warmth and a gentle radiance, just enough to see by.

      Twenty paces ahead, a wisp of smoke lingered close to the ceiling, as if uncertain, then wafted into an alcove on the left. Nameless raced after it, but when he caught up, the remnant of the Lurker had vanished into thin air.

      The alcove was deeper than he’d expected, a small cave, the walls blistered with some kind of hardened goo that resembled a spider’s egg-sacks. Most of them had split, their contents gone. Only two remained pregnant with whatever they held within. The red glow of the walls behind the egg-sacks backlit a mannish silhouette in one, a smaller form in the other. So, not egg-sacks, after all. More likely, they were some kind of cocoon, a means of preserving the Lurker’s prey. The realization made him angry. To his way of thinking, a monster that stored its victims for when it was hungry was worse than one that mindlessly consumed.

      But isn’t that what you dwarves do? an irritating thought asked. With your slaughterhouses and meat stores, how are you any better?

      “Why don’t you shog right off!” Nameless said.

      Gods of Arnoch, it was like having half a dozen of Dame Consilia’s squabbling whores in his skull, when what he needed was thoughts as disciplined as Red Cloaks. Maybe the voice at his core was right, and the throne had made him soft in the head, as well as the gut.

      So, the Lurker had a larder, did it? The question was, how fresh did it like its meat?

      More in anger than hope, he removed a gauntlet and started to pick away at the cocoon with the smaller occupant. The outer casing wasn’t just hard, it was abrasive. After a fruitless minute, he abandoned the attempt and sucked his bleeding fingertips. Raising his axe in frustration, he hesitated. What if it was the dwarf girl inside, and by some miracle she was alive?

      He made a fist and thumped the cocoon, putting a good-sized dent in it. A second punch cracked the casing, and viscous fluid seeped out. With the edge of an axe blade, he pried away a palm-sized section of shell, then cursed as goo spattered his boot. It stank of fish and vinegar.

      Nameless thrust his bare hand into the slime-filled interior of the cocoon, gritting his teeth against the urge to vomit. The fluid felt like warm molasses; it caused his skin to tingle. He groped about until he felt the contours of a face, and below it, a healthy growth of slime-drenched hair. Grabbing a fistful of beard, he gave a gentle tug, and the fractured shell of the cocoon broke away, slopping a dwarf child to the ground in a shower of goo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      She was older than he’d imagined—Nameless could tell from the length of her beard; right on the cusp of womanhood. But she looked half-starved, her cheeks sunken, her limbs just skin and bones.

      Hefting the girl into his arms, he carried her clear of the puddling fluid still dripping from the cocoon, boots making sucking noises as he walked. The wee lassie’s nightdress was sodden, clinging to her like a second skin. Her bare feet glistened with slime. Solidified goo coated her eyes, mouth, and nose. In the red glow coming off the walls, he couldn’t see if her chest rose and fell.

      Setting her down, Nameless peeled the resin from her mouth and nose, then with two curled fingers scooped gunk from the back of her throat.

      When there was no response, he pulled her into a sitting position and slapped her between the shoulder blades. The girl jerked, then gasped and pitched forward, slime spewing from her mouth.

      “Nally?” Nameless said.

      She held up a hand for quiet as she wheezed and retched. With a groan, she disgorged a ropey length of goo that slopped into coils, as if it were a snake she had swallowed whole.

      “Blind!” she rasped, clutching her throat.

      Nameless took her hand. “Here,” he said, scraping flakes of dried muck from her eyelids. “Is that better?”

      She cracked open one eye, then the other.

      “Oh,” he said. “They’re…”

      “Violet? I know,” she said, as if she heard it all the time. “And, yes, before you ask, I was born this way.”

      “So, it’s natural?” Because it certainly didn’t look natural. Nameless had seen violet eyes before, in a vision he preferred not to think about: a cavern of coal and a giant encased in ice. Mananoc the Deceiver’s eyes.

      “I didn’t say that.” She looked him squarely in the face. “Yours are brown.”

      “My wife says they’re hazel.”

      She spat gunk on the ground then wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her nightdress. “You’re him,” she said when she’d finished.

      “Who him?”

      “The King.”

      “Was the last time I looked.”

      “Where’s your crown?”

      “If I had my way, down the crapper; but I suspect the Queen has stashed it away somewhere for safe-keeping.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “Too heavy, for one thing. And I felt like a right shog-arse wearing it. Excuse my Old Dwarven. I’m not used to being around children.”

      “I’m not a child.”

      “With a beard like that, I don’t suppose you are.”

      “And I thought you had a daughter, so my ma and pa told me.”

      “Aye, I do, but Snuv was never a child. She didn’t get to grow up, like you.”

      The girl scowled. “Kings are supposed to wear crowns. Your statue has one.”

      “Ah, but did my statue rescue you from that tentacled beastie with the big nasty teeth?”

      Her violet eyes were moon-bright when she met his gaze. “It’s not dead.”

      “I worked that out for myself, lassie. But how do you know?”

      “Just a feeling. We shouldn’t stay here. I’d like to go home now.”

      “Aye, I’m with you there. Just give me a minute to free this poor shogger,” he said, as he stood and went to the other cocoon. “Any idea who’s inside?”

      “Leave it be.”

      The girl’s joints cracked as she stood and followed him, walking with a pronounced limp, as if one hip were shorter than the other.

      “Like I left you? That’s not who I am, lassie, and it’s not who you are.”

      “You don’t know that,” she muttered as she raked fingers through her hair and beard, dislodging flakes of hardened goo.

      “How come I’ve not seen you around?” Nameless asked. A girl with such striking eyes would have stood out like a pink gibuna in Arnoch.

      “I’m not allowed out of the house.”

      “Because of how you look? Not that there’s anything wrong with… Well, you might want to put a bit of meat on your bones, but other than that…”

      “Please don’t start. I eat all the time. I’m always hungry, but I can’t keep the weight on.”

      “Wish I could say the same,” Nameless said, patting his belly.

      She looked as though she wanted to smile, then let out a world-weary sigh instead. “Sometimes I think I’m the only skinny dwarf who ever lived. But that’s not why they keep me indoors all the time. And it’s not on account of  my eyes, either.”

      “Oh?”

      She turned away from him. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.”

      “I’m not a stranger. I’m your king.”

      She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Sorry I didn’t curtsy. I have bad knees. Bad elbows too. Bad wrists.”

      “You should see a doctor.”

      “I did,” she said as she faced him once more. “My folks brought a whole bunch of them to the house.”

      “Useless as ever, eh? I find beer helps my aches and pains.”

      “Beer?”

      “Aye, lassie. Works a treat for ale-ments.”

      She didn’t laugh, and nor should she. It was a terrible pun, one that would have earned him a punch in the face from Cordy.

      “Well, I can’t drink. I’m a child.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t.”

      She rolled her eyes, then almost laughed. The little lassie was warming up to him. Everyone did, sooner or later.

      “Not that I have any aches and pains right now,” Nameless said. “New body, you see.” It had been formed from the red clay of Gabala, when the Supernal Father, Witandos, had restored him to life.

      He expected her to ask about that—surely the news had reached her, even trapped indoors as she’d been; but she was no longer listening. Her eyes flitted this way and that, as if she feared the shadows hid a wisp of smoke, all that remained of the Lurker.

      “I thought you were going to open that goo-sack so we can go home,” she said. “And what’s the King doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t they have sent someone else?”

      “Your ma and pa, perhaps?”

      “Don’t be an idiot.”

      Nameless flashed her a look, and she dipped her eyes in shame.

      “Sorry, that was rude. I’m not good around people.”

      If she was cooped up indoors all the time, he could understand why.

      “Aye, it was a wee bit rude, but I’m sure the Queen would agree with you. But your ma and pa…. If it was my daughter that had been taken….”

      “Well, it wasn’t. I’m not.”

      “I’m sure your folks wanted to come, but the authorities wouldn’t let them. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You came.”

      “I am the authority. When my wife’s not.”

      He set about opening the other cocoon, then hesitated. There were fracture lines radiating out from a tiny hole at the level of the occupant’s head.

      “What is it?” the girl asked.

      “Looks like a bullet hole.”

      “A what?”

      “From a gun—you know, technology left over from the days of Sektis Gandaw.”

      “The Mad Sorcerer?”

      “Glad to see your pa is teaching history.”

      “As if! I taught myself, from a book.”

      “Personally, I can’t be done with books,” Nameless said. “Especially books by Sektis Gandaw. Too dry, what with all that far-fetched science stuff.”

      “A book about you.”

      “Not the one by Nils Fargin?”

      “You knew him, didn’t you?”

      “Aye, I knew him. Still do, in fact, though he’s a few hundred years shy of the young lad I first met. And I knew Sektis Gandaw, more’s the pity.”

      “The book said you were the one to stop the Unweaving of all Creation.”

      “You can thank me later, once we’re away from this shoghole.”

      The girl’s eyes glistened in the red light, and though she tried her best to smile, her chin trembled beneath her beard.

      “It’s okay to be scared, lassie. And before you go denying it, I’m scared too.”

      “You?”

      “Don’t let the biceps deceive you. I’m just about browning my britches.”

      She wrinkled her nose.

      “I’m joshing with you,” Nameless said. “But not about being frightened. There’s no courage without fear, my pa used to say.”

      “Mine says fear is for cowards.”

      She raised an eyebrow, inviting him to comment. Her father was starting to sound like a shogger, but she didn’t need him to tell her that. “He’s your pa, lassie. Who am I to disagree?”

      “King Nameless of Arnoch?” she suggested.

      “In which case, gossip’s beneath me.”

      She narrowed her eyes to violet slits, then nodded slowly to herself. “Tally,” she said.

      “What’s that, then?”

      “Me, you stupid…. Sorry.”

      “Sorry, Majesty,” Nameless said in his sternest voice, then softened it with a wink.

      She smiled, and for a moment, she looked happy, carefree, a normal child. But only for a moment. “Majesty. My name’s Tally, not Nally.”

      “I’ll try to remember.”

      Nameless thumped the cocoon where it was fractured, and a fist-sized section disintegrated. Goo slopped out, to reveal a woman’s slime-covered face, no corresponding hole in her forehead from a bullet. If not a gun, what had caused the hole in the shell? The scant light made it hard to tell if it had originated from without or within. Like the girl, the woman’s eyes, mouth, and nose were sealed by hardened goo.

      Nameless quickly ripped open the rest of the cocoon, paying no heed to the slime that slopped all over his boots. As the woman toppled forward from the remnants of the cocoon, Nameless caught her and sat her on the floor, back propped against the wall of the alcove.

      She was dressed in a long black coat, black britches, and knee-length boots, all drenched with slime. A silver broach on her lapel bore the insignia of Jeridium’s senate. Her face had a pallid, waxy sheen from the goo that coated it. The nose was a little too prominent, the mouth a tad wide, and her cheekbones were sharp as cleavers. Speaking of which, Nameless noted the sword sheathed at her hip.

      Tally started to pick dried goo from the woman’s lips and nose. When Nameless raised an eyebrow in surprise, she muttered, “I’m not completely useless.”

      “Is that how they make you feel at home?” he asked as he retrieved his gauntlet from the ground and put it back on.

      She sighed, then peeled a film of goo from the woman’s eyes.

      “Is she breathing?” Nameless asked.

      Tally jumped back as the woman flopped forward and vomited a coiling snake of slime.

      “Is now.”

      “Try to remember,” Nameless said, “that was you a moment ago.”

      “I know.”

      “Just saying.”

      Nameless crouched beside the retching woman and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You all right, lassie?”

      She swiped his hand away, then pressed her back into the wall as she got her legs beneath her.

      “It’s okay,” Nameless said. “We’re friends.”

      “I don’t have friends,” she rasped, rubbing her throat, then spitting up more goo.

      “Just comrades, eh, and fugitives to hunt?”

      Her blue eyes widened.

      “You maresmen all dress the same,” Nameless explained. “And the broach is a dead giveaway.”

      “I was on official business.”

      “So, what happened?” Tally asked.

      The woman looked her up and down, then sniffed with disdain. “Which of your parents is the husk, girl?”

      Tally folded her arms over her chest. “Neither.”

      “Don’t lie to me. I can smell the husk in your blood.”

      Nameless inserted himself between them. “Maybe it’s your own you can smell, or don’t maresmen have to be half husk these days?”

      Her eyes turned a frosty grey before she closed them. When she opened them again, they were blue once more, and alluring.

      A tingle spread through Nameless’s veins. Warmth bloomed in his loins. He shot Tally an embarrassed look, but she was staring combatively at the the maresman. For an instant, he hated the dwarf girl; wanted her out of the way so that he and the woman could….

      Could what? He clenched a fist and dredged up bitter memories of grief and blood, until his passion turned decidedly icy.

      “Majesty?” Tally said.

      He silenced her with a thrust of his palm, then pointed with his axe at the woman.

      “That shite doesn’t work on me,” he said, “so cut it out.”

      Her expression went from sultry to bewildered, to hurt and rejected in the space of a heartbeat.

      “I didn’t mean to,” she said. “The power has a mind of its own when I’m frightened.”

      “Frightened of what?” Tally asked. “Me?”

      “Should I be?” The two stared at each other till the woman looked away. “Forgive me. I’ve just come round. I should be dead. That creature…. I was sent to find and destroy it.”

      “By the Senate?” Nameless asked.

      She nodded. “People went missing, some of them quite important.”

      “Are you saying the others weren’t?” Tally said.

      Nameless smiled. “Och, you’re a feisty one, lassie.”

      Tally glowered. The woman merely eyed her coldly before continuing.

      “I followed the tracks of the victims up into the Farfalls, but when I entered the cave—”

      “Aye, I felt it too,” Nameless said. “Some kind of glamor. Like what you did to me just now.”

      “Powerful beyond belief,” the woman said. “I should have been immune.”

      She blew out air through her lips. “You’re right. We maresmen have one human parent and one husk. In my case, the husk parent was my mother; her peculiar ability was an attraction over others. The people she came into contact with found her irresistible.”

      “Including your father, I assume,” Nameless said.

      “Your mother was a succubus?” Tally asked.

      “The term is a slur, but yes, that is what they called her, the maresmen who hunted her down.”

      “But your ability didn’t protect you from the Lurker,” Nameless said.

      “Lurker? You know what it was?”

      “Is, lassie. What it is.”

      “It’s still alive? But I assumed—”

      “I killed the tentacled thing in the archway, but some part of it escaped. It came this way, which is how I found you both. As to what it is, well, it’s no husk, so I’m not surprised you weren’t able to stop it. The Lurker is a bane of the Abyss.”

      “A bane?” The woman glanced at Tally.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know,” the dwarf girl said. “Everybody knows what a bane is. Least, anybody who can read.”

      “Lassies, lassies,” Nameless said. “Let’s all back up a minute and make introductions, so we at least know who we’re talking to. I’ve always thought names were important. This,” he said, indicating the girl, “is Sally.”

      “Tally!” she corrected.

      “I see from the residue of slime that she was among the creature’s victims,” the woman said. “I suppose you rescued her?”

      “Rescued you both,” Nameless said.

      “And you are?”

      “Nameless.”

      “I thought you said names were important.”

      “King Nameless of Arnoch,” Tally said.

      The woman shot her an irritated look. “As if there were anyone else called Nameless. But why are you here? Doesn’t a king have subjects for this sort of thing?”

      “Just fancied a stroll. Bit of hill walking to keep me trim.”

      “And you just happened to stumble upon the cave?”

      “He’s messing with you,” Tally said. “He came to find me.”

      “Alone?”

      “Before we get ahead of ourselves,” Nameless said, “you haven’t told us who you are.”

      “You already know I’m a maresman. My name, for what it’s worth, is Estra.”

      “And you’re from Jeridium?”

      “Stationed at Malfen.”

      “You have my sympathy, lassie.”

      “Just Estra?” Tally asked.

      “Just Tally?”

      The dwarf girl didn’t seem to know whether to continue with her arms crossed or thrust her fists into her hips. She settled on clasping her hands behind her back. The way she spoke into her beard, she seemed embarrassed.

      “Tally Asshogsdottir.”

      Nameless covered his mouth to suppress a guffaw. The daughter of Ass-hog! When Tally glared at him, he cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t talk about your pa like that.”

      “No, his name really is Ass-hog, as in the little furry creatures with spines all over their backs.”

      “Tell me about it,” Nameless said. “Queen Cordana put one on my throne for a prank. Couldn’t sit down for days afterwards. So, your pa breeds ass-hogs, does he?”

      “My grandpa does. My pa’s too much of a—”

      “Anyhow,” Nameless said, switching his attention back to Estra. “You were telling us about yourself.”

      Estra felt about in her coat pocket for something. “My father’s surname was Stryfan. I prefer not to use it. Not because of him, you understand. Because it evokes images of my mother eating him.”

      “In front of you?” Tally asked, horrified.

      “Aha!” Estra said, producing a glass sphere the size of a plum from her pocket.

      “You want to be careful with that, lassie,” Nameless said. “An old friend of mine used to blow things up with baubles like that.” Shadrak claimed to have found them in a weapons store aboard his lore craft, leftovers from the bad old days of Sektis Gandaw.

      “Standard issue for maresmen,” Estra said, “since the Senate approved the license for Azarot Alchemicals to manufacture explosives.”

      “Azarot, as in the archipelago?” Nameless asked.

      Tally shut her eyes.

      “The isles were named after the leader of the Neo-Gandawians who first settled there,” Estra explained. “After the liberation of the archipelago by Wayist knights, Azarot escaped to Medryn-Tha, where the Senate of Jeridium granted his request for sanctuary.”

      “In return for what?” Nameless asked.

      “Does it matter? By all reports, he’s a reformed man.”

      “He’s still alive?” Tally asked.

      “And running an extremely profitable company out of Jeridium’s industrial district.”

      “But he must be—” Nameless started.

      “Very old,” Estra said.

      “Aye, no doubt thanks to his dodgy science.”

      “My grandmother,” Tally said, “was kidnapped by Neo-Gandawians.”

      “When?” Nameless’s fist clenched without his say-so.

      “When Thyenna was Queen.”

      “Ah.” When Nameless had hidden away in the Southern Crags for nigh on two-hundred years. “Did they…?” He wanted to ask if they had experimented on her grandmother, but there was no need. Why else would they have abducted the poor woman and taken her to the archipelago? It made his blood boil, how those fanatics used their iron ships and lore craft to prey on ordinary folk. Good riddance. Taking out their base of operations was the one good thing the Wayists had done. He took a step towards Tally, intending to lay a hand on her shoulder, but Estra interrupted him.

      “Let’s not get distracted. If the Lurker’s alive, we’re not out of danger yet, which means I still have a job to do.”

      “Good luck with that,” Nameless said, as he glanced around. “It was just a wisp of smoke I followed into the alcove.”

      “And it didn’t come out again?”

      “Not that I saw, but I was preoccupied getting Sally out of her cocoon.”

      “Tally!” the dwarf girl grumbled.

      “Reckless of you, Highness,” Estra said, “to risk the creature leaving the cavern and making its way to Medryn-Tha.” She pushed past him and started to examine the arch.

      “If it had wanted to leave, it could have done so at any time,” Nameless said.

      “What if it was too large to fit through the entrance gap before?”

      “Before I killed it, you mean?” Nameless said through gritted teeth.

      “Killed most of it,” Tally corrected.

      Estra ran a hand along a section of the arch. “I never saw this before. I must have already been under the Lurker’s mind control.”

      “Same here,” Tally said. “All I remember’s going to bed back home in Arnoch, then some horrible dream.”

      “I recall tracking the victims as far as the entrance to the cavern,” Estra said, “then squeezing inside. Something grabbed me in the dark. After that, it’s all a blank. Do you know what this is?”

      “We dwarves call it an arch,” Nameless said. “I’m surprised you’ve not heard of them. I’m sure they had arches in Jeridium last time I was there.”

      Estra shook her head and smiled, and in that instant she no longer seemed such an arse. Of course, it was her succubus charm trying to win him over. It wouldn’t work a second time.

      “This is no ordinary work of stone masonry,” she said.

      “And you’re an expert, are you?”

      “It’s a portal.”

      “Which is Old Dwarven for gate,” Nameless said. “See, not as uneducated as you took me for, am I?” Actually, he was, but he’d picked up a few snippets of the ancient tongue from his brother, back in the day.

      “Portals are bad,” Tally said. “Least, they are in every book I’ve ever read.”

      “I have to agree with you.” Estra stepped back from the threshold. “Do you want the good news first, or the bad?”

      “Good,” Tally said.

      “The Lurker didn’t leave this way.”

      “Oh, aye?” Nameless said. “And how do you know that?”

      “I can track anything, once I’ve made physical contact with it,” she said.

      “A stalker as well as a succubus.”

      “I am not a succubus.”

      “Whatever happened to like mother, like daughter?” Nameless said.

      Estra rolled her glass sphere between thumb and forefinger.

      “If you even think of throwing that at me….” Nameless warned.

      “Never crossed my mind.”

      “So, the Lurker hasn’t left the cave….” Tally prompted.”

      “Nor shall it.”

      “You think it’s still in the alcove?” Nameless asked.

      “It is not. If you were more observant, I suspect you would have seen your wisp of smoke heading that way.”

      Estra pointed down the red-walled tunnel, deeper into the mountain, at the same time tossing the glass sphere into the air and catching it.

      “Put that thing away,” Nameless said. “If it goes off in here, it’ll bring the roof down.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      Estra lobbed the sphere into the archway, and ran in the opposite direction.
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      “Down!” Nameless cried as he bundled Tally to the ground and shielded her with his body.

      There was a blinding flash of white, a concussive boom, and a rush of scorching heat. The tunnel shook, stone cracked, then groaned and crashed to the floor in an endless cascade.

      Rock dust billowed around Nameless’s head. Beneath him, Tally coughed to clear her lungs. It was only thanks to Gurk’s armor they were still alive. That, and his Exalted reactions steering him to the one pocket of safety within reach.

      Nameless brushed himself down as he climbed to his feet, then uttered a curse. Where the arch had stood, there was now a wall of rubble blocking the way back to the cavern.

      He heard footfalls pounding away from him.

      Spinning round, he hurled his axe. The twin blades flashed scarlet in the glow from the walls, but the axe was no Paxa Boraga with the power to fly. It struck the ground, sending up shards of rock as it skidded between Estra’s boots, just as Nameless had intended. An impossible feat for anyone without the blood of the Exalted, blood that he could feel pumping through the veins of his new body, same as it had the old. And it was boiling.

      Estra cried out as she tripped and fell sprawling. She’d barely struck the ground when Nameless reached her side. He stooped, grabbed her by the collar, and hoisted her into the air.

      Her eyes smoldered, her hair ignited, and her skin grew lambent as she burned with the heat of a forge.

      Nameless dropped her like a red-hot brand, then muttered, “Ah, shog it,” and cracked her on the jaw with a vicious left hook.

      Estra went down hard, hitting the back of her head on the ground, and the flames that wreathed her died.

      “Succubus, my arse!” he said as Tally came alongside him.

      “Is she dead?” the dwarf girl asked.

      “Och, no, she’s just having a wee nap.”

      He held out his hand for his axe, and when it didn’t fly to him, he swore. He’d grown so accustomed to the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, that its absence felt like the loss of a limb.

      With a groan of effort, Tally picked up the axe and handed it to him.

      “You’ll do yourself an injury, lassie.”

      “Think I already did,” she replied, wincing as she rubbed her lower back.

      “Well, next time, leave it to me. It’s my axe, and I’m the silly shogger who threw it.”

      “That was special, what you did,” Tally said. “No way my pa could have done it.”

      “I was just mad. Blowing up the arch like that, she could have killed us.”

      “You think she wanted to?”

      Estra moaned on the ground as she tentatively felt her jaw. “I had… no… choice.”

      She started to push herself upright, but stopped when Nameless touched an axe blade to her throat.

      “This had better be good,” he said.

      “The Senate of Jeridium—”

      “Oh, aye, blame someone else, you gutless shogger.”

      Nameless’s grip on the axe haft grew so tight, his hand shook, and a thin line of blood trickled down Estra’s neck from where he pressed too hard. Clenching his teeth against a violent urge he’d thought buried along with his former self, he withdrew the axe and allowed her to sit up.

      “I was just doing my duty, preventing what remains of the Lurker from escaping and posing a threat to the people of Medryn-Tha. I wouldn’t have needed to blow up the arch if you had finished the job.”

      “Oh, so it’s my fault now, is it? All that’s left of the Lurker is smoke. How do you kill smoke with an axe? And I don’t see how a pile of rubble’s going to keep the beastie from getting out.”

      Estra held out a hand for Nameless to help her up. He didn’t. With a grunt, she made it to her feet, still prodding at her jaw, which was visibly swollen.

      “The archway was no ordinary architectural feature,” she said. “Like I said, it’s a portal.”

      “But a portal to where?” Nameless asked.

      Estra hesitated, as if she feared how he was going to react. And well she might.

      “The Abyss,” she said.

      Despair dropped like a net over Nameless’s mind. He shrugged, feigning nonchalance for Tally’s sake
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