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BACKGROUND

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

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

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

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

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

Thus begins The Nameless Dwarf – The Complete Chronicles.

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

THE AXE OF THE DWARF LORDS

FACE DOWN IN PIG SHITE, covered from head to foot in it, weren’t exactly the heroic stand Nils would have rightly wanted to take, but like Ilesa said, it was better than the alternative.

It was all right for her. Nils would have given his back teeth to be able to change shape like she did. One minute she was there in all her curvy glory, all leather and flesh, and then she turned herself into one of ’em. He’d have chanced a look, but the thought of getting his arse bitten off by a walking corpse weren’t encouraging him none.

“Hey, pig-boy, seems to be working,” Ilesa stage-whispered. “They’re wandering off.”

Felt like Nils’s brain was being sucked out his ear when he turned his head and the shite didn’t want to let him go. Her back was still to him, but she made him gag all the same. Big strips of grey flesh hung from her bones, all slicked over with pus and stuff he didn’t want to think about.

“Some tracker you turned out to be. Thought we was looking for dwarves, not these…What the shog are they?” Nils asked, fighting the cloying muck so he could stand.

“Zombies, I’d say. Brau said he’d seen them out past the village, but this is a first for—What are you doing? Did I tell you to move? Now look what you’ve done. They’re turning round.”

“Weren’t my fault,” Nils said. “You’re the one with the big mouth.”

Ilesa looked like she was gonna say something, but then went stiff as a corpse and went back to pretending she was one.

Thankfully they were real slow, shambling mounds of rotting flesh. Trouble was, there were a lot of them. A heck of a lot, and they had Nils surrounded. His guts were roiling and his bladder was fit to burst. When the zombies started moaning and reaching their arms out like blind folk trying to find a doorknob, Nils reckoned he’d made a mistake crossing the Farfalls. Not that he’d had much of a choice. Shogging dwarf had seen to that.

“Get back down,” Ilesa hissed, just loud enough for Nils to hear. “Shit’s the best chance you’ve got. Doubt they’ll see you in the muck, and they sure won’t smell you.”

“Where the Abyss have Nameless and Silas got to?” Nils whined like he used to back home when he thought something weren’t fair. “How long’s it take to have a piss, for shog’s sake?”

“Shut…up.”

“Shut up yourself, you…Oh, crap!”

Nils threw himself facedown in the shite, cursing himself for a stupid numbskull. Shogging zombies had near enough crept up on him, and all ’cause he and the bitch couldn’t stop arguing. Women, his dad would have said. All the world’s problems in a nutshell. If it hadn’t been for Ilesa, they wouldn’t have come waltzing into the village in the first place. Her and Silas, in any case. Maybe if the wizard weren’t so precious about pissing in the bush they’d have left this dump well alone. Shog, Qlippoth was meant to be stuffed full of nightmares. Didn’t take a genius to figure out that towns and the like were no-go areas. If you asked him—

A foot squelched down in the muck beside his head. Nils didn’t want to look, but his eyes had a life of their own. Whole leg was rot all the way to the knee, which was about as far as he could see from his belly. Weeping ulcers and peeling black skin. Thing was so full of pus it looked ready to burst, like overripe fruit. The other foot came down, narrowly missing his ear. Something splashed the back of his neck and he choked back puke. His heart bounced around in his ribcage so hard he thought it might shoot out of his back. All he could do was lie still and hope it hadn’t noticed him, hope it moved on. One flayed leg lifted and a chunk of putrid flesh flopped off into the shite right by Nils’s mouth, so close he could almost taste it. The zombie stepped over him and lurched away, and Nils took the opportunity to roll to his side and look for Ilesa.

“Bollocks,” he whispered under his breath, fighting back tears of panic. She was lost amid a sea of lumbering dead flesh. Her disguise was so good he couldn’t pick her out from the dozens of walking corpses shambling about the smallholding.

“Ilesa,” he said as loud as he dared. “Where are you?”

A chorus of moaning went up from the zombies, and scores of milky eyes turned on him.

“Ilesa!” he called, his voice quavering like it did whenever he got caught with his hand in the cash drawer and Dad took his belt off—not ’cause he didn’t approve of the stealing, course, but ’cause Nils had got himself caught.

“Quiet!” Ilesa whispered back. Only it was a bit loud to be a useful whisper. Loud enough to draw some attention away from Nils.

A cluster of zombies turned on one of their own, filthy fingers grasping, pawing, thumping.

“Aargh,” the zombie in the middle cried. “My shogging tooth!” It spat blood and the air shimmered around it, dead flesh becoming firm and olive hued. Dank hair grew into satin locks, and tattered rags turned to a leather laced-up corset and britches. Ilesa’s thumb and forefinger fumbled about in her mouth and came away with a pink-stained tooth. “That’s just great,” she inveighed. “Shogging great.”

She’d only half drawn her sword when the zombies surged over her and she went down screaming. Nils just reacted on instinct and legged it the other way, but he ran straight into cold, stinking flesh. Icy hands wrapped around his throat, lifting him into the air. He wriggled and squirmed, coughed and spluttered, but no matter how hard he fought, he was helpless in the zombie’s grasp. A cold tongue ran up the side of his face, then he caught a whiff of rancid breath as teeth latched onto his earlobe. His struggles got weaker and weaker, and his vision blurred until it seemed he entered a dark tunnel that started to close in on him.

Don’t let it end like this, his oxygen-starved mind threw up. Please.

How had it come to this? Where were Nameless and Silas? Please Daddy, don’t let it—

Air whistled past his face and there was a sound like the pulping of a melon.
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“Come on, come on,” Nameless muttered through clenched teeth as he shuffled about nervously on the porch of the ramshackle cottage. He didn’t like the feel of this village one little bit. Ilesa had some ken of it from Jankson Brau, the wizard who’d tried to have Nameless and Nils killed on their way to Malfen. She said the dwarves would have passed this way unless they wanted to chance the moors to the east, where Brau had lost a dozen men to the quagmires, or found a way to cross the Upper Sour Marsh to the west. Apart from that, she’d said, Qlippoth was unmappable, shifting like the
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