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      An enveloping fog, tinged blue by gas lamps on iron posts, muffled the footfalls of the man hurrying along the street.

      He wore a fur hat and a long coat. In one gloved hand he carried a staff with a glowing crystal tip which painted thready trails of light through the gloom. His cheeks were pinched, his nose a blade, his pointed chin clean-shaven.

      Venton Nap had always said it, and he’d say it again: The afterlife was one big letdown, a tedious, shoddy sequel to the life he’d led on Aosia.

      Given half a chance, he’d go back at the drop of a hat, pick up his old life where death had cut it short. But Venton didn’t believe in chances, only in hard work and study. When faced with the choice of a bland and changeless eternity, like that embraced by the vast masses of indolent dead, or the chance to make a better future for himself, it was no choice at all.

      Pity was, his plans required him to set foot in Scutsville—his name for the depraved region he now walked through. But all progress in Gabala—the Supernal Realm—came with an unhealthy dose of risk: the very real possibility of a second and more permanent death.

      He thought he heard footfalls behind him in the fog, but they ceased when he stopped to listen. Probably one of the rancorous souls who haunted the streets of Scutsville, living the same malodorous lives they’d lived on Aosia. Someone once said, “The seeds sown in life are the crop one reaps beyond death.” It might have been Venton himself, but he couldn’t remember.

      Scutsville was where crooks and murderers came after death—those who hadn’t signed their souls over to Mananoc. It was home to those too cruel, too self-obsessed, or too lazy to live a second life anywhere other than their own personal Abyss.

      Venton plunged into an alley, fanning his nose against the stench of human excrement.

      “Be right with you, darling,” a whore grunted from where she squatted in the shadows.

      Venton hurried on by.

      The alley opened onto a rundown road. Thieves and cutthroats mingled with the streetwalkers outside crumbling tenements. Above the glow of the gas lamps, the night sky was a venomous green.

      Was that footfalls again, getting louder?

      Yes, quite distinct now, picking up their pace. My, they were bold tonight.

      Without turning around, Venton reached out with finely tuned senses and siphoned a trickle of essence from the rats that plagued the streets. He drew the essence through his staff and sent a ball of ghostly light over his shoulder.

      Someone cursed.

      With the merest of thoughts, Venton made the ghost-light burst apart in a myriad dazzling sparks.

      The footfalls ran back the other way.

      A dog barked in response to his little display. It watched him with big sad eyes from the porch of an abandoned house. Bats flitted from the eaves—the sharp-toothed kind with a taste for posthumous blood—or rather, for the essence it contained.

      Venton came at last to a ramshackle townhouse, all crumbling brickwork and missing roof tiles. A cast iron downspout hung at a precarious angle. There were no whores outside, no rogues lurking in the shadows, just an overgrown garden strewn with empty bottles, and a pathway of cracked flagstones scabbed with yellow moss.

      He didn’t bother to knock. The lock on the door had been broken at some point, but why repair it when there was nothing of value within? Not exactly true, but that was the impression the occupant wished to convey.

      There was just the one large room inside. The stud walls had been demolished. Stairs at the far end led nowhere—the second floor had been destroyed by fire. That left the room with an unusually high ceiling, all the way up to the eaves. The rafters were spattered with guano, and bats flitted in and out of the holes in the roof.

      Old books were stacked as high as a man all around the floor. There was a fire in the grate that failed to make the place feel homey, a threadbare rug in front of it. Either side of the hearth were long, leather couches, wrinkled and faded with age. On one, there was an iron box with flaking black paint. On the other, a blanket pulled up to his neck, bottle of rum in one hand, lay a wiry old man with a grey-streaked ginger beard and ringlets of the same color that skirted his balding, liver-spotted head.

      “You look… well, Captain,” Venton said—a well-intentioned lie. The trouble with unpaid penance—and the Captain was bankrupt in that respect—was that it left you as you were just before you died. Worse, in some cases.

      “Do I know you?” the old pirate asked, taking a slug of his rum. “You’ve the look of a lubber about you.”

      “No names, Captain, as we agreed. But yes, you know me. I refuse to believe you are that drunk.”

      “Well, you can’t have made much of an impression,” the Captain said, but there was a glint in his sea-grey eyes.

      “I take it my box is no longer empty?” Venton took a seat on the other couch and opened the lid.

      Within the box there was moist, ruddy clay that sparkled from the millions of crystalline deposits it contained. It was threaded through with filaments of black flecked with green: minuscule seams of ocras.

      Venton allowed himself a sigh of relief. It was quickly followed by disappointment.

      “Why only half full?”

      “It’s getting harder and harder to find.” The Captain upended his bottle and caught the last drops of rum on his tongue.

      “And all this mud and impurity… It’ll take an age to get it out.”

      “Beauty of eternity,” the Captain said. “All the time in the world. Unless you were planning on going somewhere else?”

      “Maybe I am.”

      “Well, if you work out where, let me know. Gabala’s one great big shog-hole, if you ask me. Supernal Realm, my backside!”

      Venton touched his finger to the clay and brought it to his lips. It caused his lips to tingle, and a shiver ran through his veins. “I suppose it will do.”

      “Said I’d find some for you.” The Captain threw off his blanket and sat up on the couch.

      “Consider your debt half repaid,” Venton said. “I take it the modifications to your ship were successful?”

      “Worked a treat.” The old man slung his empty bottle aside, then fished about under the couch for another. “Sailed for weeks on the Burning Sea, and nary a char mark on the keel.”

      “And that’s where you found the clay, on one of the husk islands?”

      “Only place I could think to look. Blasted stuff’s in short supply.”

      Of course it was. The clay was some kind of residue left over from the creation of Gabala out of pure essence. Witandos had used up all he could find when he created the twelve original dwarven Exalted to answer Aosia’s needs at the dawn of history. More recently, Witandos had procured just enough clay for another, seeing as the Exalted bloodline had come to an end. Venton had been present at her creation and ensoulment—he’d still been in favor back then. And it had given him an idea.

      If only the Supernal Father had been a more patient “god,” he might have discovered more clay. If he’d been as omniscient as he liked others to believe, he wouldn’t have had to look.

      Still, Witandos’s loss was Venton’s gain. But it wasn’t dwarves he was planning to make. Oh, no, his idea was much more daring than that. But even with this new batch of clay, there was still such a long way to go.

      “I’m going to need more,” Venton said. “When do you plan to set sail again?”

      “When I’m good and ready.” The Captain pulled the cork from the bottle with a plop.

      “Of course,” Venton said as he rose to leave, tucking the box under his arm. “But don’t take too long.”
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      Venton left the house and headed down the garden path, back into the fog.

      It had grown unseasonably cold, which was an odd way of putting it, since the Supernal Realm had no seasons, save those you brought with you in your memories. Too late, Venton realized the temperature drop was a warning sent up by his preoccupied mind.

      Two figures emerged from the fog: a bald man with a cosh, and a woman in high-heeled boots and a coat of scarlet silk. The poor dear must have been freezing. Oh… and she had a staff.

      “Venton Nap,” the woman said. There was a predatory gleam in her eyes.

      “You’ve heard of me, then. And you’re not the teeniest bit afraid?”

      “Why would we be?” the bald man said, slapping his cosh into his palm.

      “First I heard of you was earlier today,” the woman said. “A sorcerer with ideas above his station, was how you were described to me.”

      “Yes, yes, and now I have to die,” Venton said. “Witandos is anything but unpredictable.”

      The Supernal Father would have killed Venton himself, if he’d not been bound by the law of reciprocity that existed between Supernals. Direct action from one ceded an action of equal gravity to another, in this case Witandos’s errant son, Mananoc, the lord of the Abyss.

      “You’re not the first to come after me.”

      “No, but we’ll be the last,” the bald man said.

      “Good show,” Venton said. “You actually sound half-intimidating. I assume Witandos offered you a reduction in your penance?”

      “Then you’re not as clever as you think,” the woman said.

      “Perhaps not,” Venton said, “but, I am cleverer than you think. Well, it’s been lovely meeting you….”

      The woman headed him off as he tried to walk past her, eyes flaring as she whispered, “Sleep!”

      Venton fanned his hand over his mouth to stifle a yawn. Staggered back a step. Stumbled.

      The consummate performance.

      With a waggle of his fingers for theatrical effect, he sent her feeble casting back in her face. And she really did yawn, before dropping like a sack of potatoes and starting to snore.

      The bald man growled something uncouth and charged.

      Venton snatched at the man’s essence, drawing a little through his staff. Strands of spiderweb streamed from Venton’s fingers and entangled the rogue’s legs, tripping him, then continued to wrap around him until he was well and truly cocooned.

      A scuff came from behind Venton. Before he could turn, a hand clamped a cloth over his mouth and nose. Something astringent stung his eyes. He felt nauseous, then dizzy. His box thudded as it hit the ground.

      Someone gasped in his ear. Pressure fell away from his mouth and nose, along with the cloth. Venton turned, just as the body of a man slumped to the ground, and there, behind, blood-stained dagger in her tiny hand, was a child with the head of a dog.

      “Grittel Gadfly!” Venton said, coughing against the fumes that lingered from the cloth. “I thought I told you not to follow me.”

      She had on her leather vest, black britches, and soft leather boots. Her tail thrashed about in agitation.

      “Me wasn’t following!”

      “No, of course you weren’t.” He gave her an affectionate pat on the head. “But I’m grateful you did.”

      Venton frowned down at the dead assassin, not sure if that was the right word for the man. He recognized the fumes now: the cloth had been saturated with the sap of the scale-petal orchid. It was supposed to render him insensible, not kill him.

      Interesting.

      He’d procured a few of the plants from a shady dealer in Vanatus during his life on Aosia. Dried out and blended with tobacco, they made for a relaxing smoke. But scale-petals were indigenous to the underworld of Aranuin. So, what were they doing here in Gabala?

      And the other two that had accosted him: a sorcerer who had tried to sleep him, and a man with a cosh—hardly a killing weapon. Last time Witandos had sent assassins, they’d been armed to the teeth with blades and bows.

      Grittel stood protectively at his side as Venton knelt beside the sorceress and roused her with a click of his fingers. Her eyes snapped open, wide with fear.

      “Calm yourself,” Venton said, marking a glyph on her forehead with his thumb. “Now, answer my questions.”

      She bucked and writhed—that wasn’t supposed to happen. Froth spilled from her mouth. Black veins raced over her skin. She screamed, and then collapsed in on herself.

      For a moment she remained, a pile of ash, then even that was gone.

      “Sorcery a level above any I imagine she possessed,” he said with a glance at Grittel. “Most unpleasant.”

      As he stood, the same thing happened to the man he’d webbed.

      A safeguard against capture, or a punishment for failure? It amounted to the same thing: a second and permanent death.

      But who would do such a thing, and why? Sorcery that killed was far too direct for the Supernal Father… wasn’t it?

      The man Grittel had stabbed was still lying there, choking on his own blood. At first Venton thought Grittel was losing her touch, but then the man went rigid. No black veins this time—there was no need for death magic when the poor chap was already dead.

      But he still went the way of all who died a second time: his corpse crumbled into ashes and dust, and his essence leeched away into the Void, lost forever.

      Venton picked up the metal box, the lid still securely closed. It had suffered a dent in the fall, but no real harm done.

      Grittel looked up at him with her big brown eyes.

      “Don’t worry, Gritty,” Venton said. “I’ll be all right.”

      But would he?

      It was perplexing. Nothing like this had happened before, and he’d been an unhappy resident of the Supernal Realm for more than a hundred Aosian years.

      “Come on,” he said, and together they moved deeper into the fog. “I should get you home.”
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      “So, this is what it’s like being dead,” the Nameless Dwarf said. “I think I’m going to like it.”

      The sea breeze ruffled his hair and beard. Above, the sky was all the colors of a rainbow, and it was reflected in the waves that caressed the keel of the ship as it glided ghost-like toward the horizon. There was no tang of brine, no squawking of seabirds. Just the waves and the breeze, and a pleasant chill.

      Beside him, Cordy looked radiant, her hair golden, her dress the blue of the sky on Aosia. The wind didn’t seem to touch her as it did him—or maybe he didn’t notice it, on account of his adoring gaze.

      Nameless felt underdressed in his brown woolen shirt, goatskin britches, and sturdy leather boots. Where the clothes had come from, he had no idea. He was just thankful he wasn’t wearing armor. After all these years, he was done with fighting.

      “We should talk,” Cordy said. “While we still can.”

      “While we still can? Lassie, we have all the time in the world.”

      “We’re no longer in the world.”

      Paxy was watching them from her bench beneath the gunwale. Paxy, who had for so long been ensouled in the Axe of the Dwarf Lords, now every bit as much a dwarf as he and Cordy and the old man piloting the ship. She wore a black cloak over a chainmail hauberk and leather britches—perhaps what she used to wear before she’d been sent to Aosia as an axe. And she looked good for a lassie who was thousands of years old. Despite her silver hair, she could have passed for a hundred and fifty.

      The old dwarf stood at the helm, gaze fixed beyond the prow. His white cloak wasn’t ruffled by the wind, giving the impression he wasn’t quite there, wasn’t quite real. That made Nameless look at Cordy again, then at Paxy. Was he the only one affected by the breeze?

      “What’s up, laddie?” he asked the old dwarf. “You look as though the Sag-Urda monster might burst from the water at any moment and swallow the ship whole.”

      The old dwarf spared him the merest glance. “Never did clap eyes on that beastie,” he said. “I always suspected the stories were made up.”

      “Some of them were,” Nameless said. “But I believed them when I was drinking, same as I did Rabnar the Red’s tales of tentacled things from the deep, and flying gibunas.”

      “Never saw a flying gibuna either,” the old dwarf said.

      “Then it’s a sorry life you must have lived.”

      “Oh, but it was. I almost saw the end of everything.”

      “You’re not alone there,” Nameless said. “I had a hand in stopping the Mad Sorcerer from unweaving all the worlds.”

      “As did I.”

      “You did? That’s funny, because I don’t remember you being there.”

      “The first time.”

      “Oh.” Nameless swallowed as realization sunk in. To Cordy, he whispered, “Is that…?”

      “Maldark the Fallen,” she whispered back.

      “Legend,” Nameless said. “Seems rather sullen. Perhaps the afterlife isn’t all its cracked up to be.”

      Cordy glanced at Paxy before she let out a sigh.

      “It’s been so long, Nameless.”

      “Aye, lassie. Two-hundred years.”

      “I imagined you older.” Cordy touched his cheek with her fingertips.

      “I was older.” But he didn’t feel it. His joints no longer ached, and his muscles were firm and full. “How’s the beard? Last time I looked, it was mostly grey.”

      “Not now. It’s just as I remember it.”

      “Must be the sea air.”

      She smiled, but it looked forced to Nameless. The smile of a stranger he once knew.

      “Is everything all right, Cordy?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” She turned her face away, like she used to when she was mad with him.

      “Something I’ve done?” Other than kill her with an axe, that is. But that was a long time ago, and he’d had no choice, considering what she’d become. What the Lich Lord, Otto Blightey, had done to her.

      Cordy gripped the gunwale and gazed out to sea. She flinched when he held her shoulders and turned her back to face him.

      “Lassie, you’re crying.”

      “No, I’m not.” She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her dress. “I’m so happy to see you again, after…”

      “After I died? Aye, and I’m happy to see you too, lassie. But you don’t look happy. Perhaps I should ask Maldark to turn the ship around and take me back to Aosia.”

      “There’s nothing left of you there,” Cordy said, “save ashes and bones.”

      “So, they had a pyre for me, then. I always did love a good pyre.”

      “They forgave you, Nameless. In the end, I think they revered you. They put us together in the same crypt.”

      “Aye, well, now we’re together here.”

      Cordy shared a look with Paxy.

      “What is it?” Nameless said. “I thought you two didn’t get on.”

      “Paxy was sent from Gabala by Witandos the One-Eye, remember.”

      “Millennia ago, I know. And now she’s going back, so why the long face?”

      “Me or Paxy?” Cordy said.

      “Both of you.”

      “Just be prepared, my Exalted,” Paxy said. “The Supernal Realm is not all gold and glory.”

      “Are you saying the Beer Halls of Plenty are as made up as the Sag-Urda monster?”

      “No, there are beer halls,” Paxy said. “Only….”

      “Only what? Don’t tell me they only serve Ironbelly’s!”

      “There are still things to be done,” Cordy said. “Every thought, every word, every deed we sow in life has a direct consequence in the Supernal Realm.”

      “And?”

      Cordy’s eyes glistened with new tears as she placed a hand either side of his face and made him look at her.

      “The things you did at the ravine… the massacres at Arx Gravis….”

      “You said I was forgiven!”

      “And you were. But so many lives taken, Nameless… There are still things you must do. Consequences you must face. And—”

      Nameless turned away from Cordy.

      “I suppose you’re in on this, too, are you?”

      Maldark said nothing, merely turned the wheel and kept his gaze straight ahead, where the mist shimmered with bronze and gold and silver.

      Nameless could make out the shapes of towers and walls and minarets. There were ships moored at wharves in a harbor.

      “It looks no different to Aosia,” he said, “save for the sparkles.”

      When Cordy didn’t respond, he turned around. She was gone. So were Paxy and Maldark. It was just Nameless now, alone on the ship as it steered itself into a berth between two galleons.

      A man on the jetty—a human, not a dwarf—cast a rope over the gunwale. Mutton-chop whiskers, a really bad combover, and a brocaded red jacket.

      As the grapnel bit into the wood, the man hauled the ship toward a mooring post and started to tie the rope off around a cleat.

      “Welcome, Nameless,” he said in a gruff voice, and Nameless cursed himself for a shogger for not recognizing him sooner.

      “Grenic? Gods of Arnoch, laddie, Maldark must have brought me to the wrong place! Send me back, I’m not a shogging Wayist!”
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      Grenic stood to attention and gave a stiff salute. Nothing much had changed about the dragoon, save that he appeared a few years younger and a little less fluffy around the waist. Still had the muttonchops and the bad hair, the purplish nose and the bow legs—from too much horse riding, no doubt, for you had to be a master horseman to be a dragoon, if Grenic was to be believed. And Nameless was always inclined to believe Grenic, a man who was as enthusiastic about his Wayist religion as he was about fighting.

      “I didn’t expect you to be the one to greet me, laddie,” Nameless said.

      “Thought it would be your family, wot?” Grenic said. “Your friends?”

      “Don’t take it the wrong way. I do consider you a friend.”

      They had gone together on the three quests that were supposed to free Nameless from the curse of the black axe. Grenic had never exactly been a barrel of laughs, but he knew how to use a saber, and he’d shown courage enough to make a dwarf proud. The man had stood toe to toe with the Lich Lord. After that….

      “This is hard for me, laddie. I saw you killed by the Daeg.”

      “Feels like only yesterday,” Grenic said. He grimaced as his hand went to his ribs, where the ape-god who slept at the heart of Aosia had crushed them in his massive fist.

      “You look younger,” Nameless said. “And leaner.”

      Grenic sucked in his stomach and puffed out his chest, at the same time tweaking the ends of his mustache. “Back to my prime. I’d like to see how the ruddy Daeg would fare against this chap, wot! You, though… I always wondered what manner of face was hidden beneath that great helm.”

      “A hairy one, laddie, that’s what.”

      “I met your wife,” Grenic said, gesturing for Nameless to follow him along the jetty to the wharves. “Said you suffered something terrible after she died, curse that ruddy Blightey. But you bounced back, right? Gave a good account of yourself, too, at the end.”

      “Bounced isn’t the word I’d have chosen,” Nameless said. “But I’ll not disagree with you about the latter. It was a rare battle, and I’m proud of what Paxy and I did to end it. By the way, where are Paxy and the others? There were four of us in that ship before it docked.”

      Grenic stopped on the embankment and looked back toward the jetty. The ship was gone.

      “Maldark views it as his penance to ferry all the dwarven dead here,” Grenic said, “so his ship’s never moored for long.”

      “But he vanished when we were still coming in. Cordy and Paxy, too.”

      Grenic chewed one end of his mustache as he considered. “The way it’s been explained to me, there are as many realities here as there are people. The dead see what they expect to see but—”

      “But ultimately we’re alone?” Nameless began to panic. That wasn’t the afterlife he’d been expecting—drinking for all eternity in the company of old friends. He’d already spent too much time alone: two centuries at the bottom of a fissure in the Southern Crags.

      “Not ultimately,” Grenic said, turning away and leading Nameless toward a paved street between warehouses. “But like so many of us, you’ve not fully arrived yet.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “All of us, save the most holy luminaries, have a debt to repay.”

      “The consequences of our actions on Aosia,” Nameless said. “Cordy said something about that.”

      “I don’t pretend to understand it,” Grenic said, “but Witandos says penance is necessary, if we are to ascend.”

      “Ascend where?”

      “Ah, well, that’s the thing. It all depends what you’re looking for.”

      They entered a street lined with wooden buildings, many of them with open fronts displaying a bewildering selection of fish and crustaceans on trestle tables. Oddly, there was no stink.

      “And you’re still doing penance,” Nameless said, “two centuries after you died?” How long would it take for his own atonement?

      “I am torn. As a Wayist, my heart is set on eternal rest in the Pleroma….”

      “But?”

      “The Way is hard,” Grenic said. “More so here than on Aosia. Witandos tolerates our faith, but he doesn’t exactly approve. And he offers enticements to those who would walk the path he sets before us. I dare say you’ll start to notice how some haven’t changed a jot since death, whereas others are younger, stronger, better looking.”

      Unconsciously he touched his hair and patted an errant strand back into place.

      “Apathy or advancement: those are the two choices Witandos offers. An eternity of repeating the habits we developed in life, or the long, hard road to perfection. As for those who pursue the third alternative—the Way—Witandos says they are wasting their time. Some have the faith to press on regardless. I, however, struggle.”

      They entered a residential area where the townhouses were packed together in shambling terraces, and rats—yes, rats!—scampered about the gutters.

      “People live here?” Nameless said.

      “Disappointing, isn’t it?” Grenic said. “The afterlife is, nevertheless, life, warts and all.”

      “But life as we know it….” Nameless said. “I thought it would be…”

      “Grander? Cleaner? Purer? And so it will be, the more progress we make.”

      Nameless let out a world weary sigh—the last thing he had expected to do after death.

      “Chin up, old man,” Grenic said as they slipped down an alley and emerged from the far end at the foot of a grass-tufted escarpment that climbed in massive steps toward a long wooden building at the top. “There are people waiting to see you.”

      They followed a zigzagging pathway up the escarpment, stopping once or twice so that Grenic could catch his breath.

      “Yes, we get tired here,” the dragoon said as he mopped his brow. “We need sleep, and we need food and drink.”

      “I’ll not quibble about the drink, laddie,” Nameless said. “But will it taste of anything? Will I smell the hops?”

      “In time,” Grenic said. “Believe me, Nameless, it isn’t as bad as it first seems. Our expectations are set too high. Once reality bites, things start to settle into place.”

      Nameless was suddenly outside the building at the top—a vast hall constructed from entire tree trunks stripped of their bark and branches. It had a thatched roof and stone chimneys, from which smoke plumed.

      “I’m trying not to get my hopes up,” Nameless said, “but it looks like the Feasting Hall of Witandos.”

      He turned to Grenic for an answer, but the dragoon was no longer there.

      “And so it is. To you.”

      The voice was familiar. A man came into focus, seated on a bench outside the hall. A tall man with big ears. He was robed in white, and peering at Nameless over the top of wire frame spectacles he probably no longer needed. For when Nameless had last seen him, he had been an old man, but now he can’t have been more than twenty.

      Nameless shook his head and started to laugh. “Brother Laranos! I’m surprised you can still sit, laddie, after what the Lich Lord did to you.”

      “Best not to remind me of that,” Laranos said, face puckered with remembered pain as he stood and gestured toward the open door.

      “Shall we?”
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      “Oh!” Nameless exclaimed as he followed Laranos through the open door into the hall.  “Oh, my shogging…. Yes!”

      He’d not heard it from outside—which seemed odd—but he was hit in the guts by the booming downbeats of a tuba. And there were horns, clarinets, flutes, and trombones. The music came from a band of dwarves decked out in velvet jackets and conical hats, their beards braided with ribbons.

      Nameless had only seen such instruments in the dust-covered storerooms beneath Arnoch. No one had been able to get a note out of any of them, save for a raspy farting sound. Even the dwarf lords, after they returned from Thanatos, had forgotten how to play them. There had been no time for music on that miserable death world.

      But these dwarf musicians stamped their feet and gyred their hips in time as they played melodies and harmonies that cried out for bawdy lyrics and a flagon of ale.

      Beer was flowing, tapped from kegs set on oaken tables around the room, where dwarves feasted on haunches of lamb, rinds of pork, and obscenely large turkey drummers. Tankards clashed, amid the hubbub of chatter and peals of laughter. Nameless’s knees grew weak. He wanted to cry.

      Fights broke out everywhere, friendly fights with punches in the face and headbutts that broke noses. Winners picked losers up from the floor and fetched them beer. All goodnatured, just as it was meant to be.

      The hall was huge, much larger even than it had appeared from the outside. Benches and tables as far as the eye could see, and pipe smoke gathered like clouds beneath the high vaulted ceiling. Wide hearths lined the walls, the burning logs within giving off a hearty blaze.

      Nameless wiped a tear from his eye and looked around for someone he might recognize. He wasn’t aware he was tapping his foot and swaying to the music till Laranos leaned down to look him in the eye, face etched with concern.

      “Are you all right?” the priest asked.

      “Never better! Oh, you’re in for a rare treat! A dwarven feasting hall! Let’s grab a beer.”

      “Beer? Feasting hall? Oh, of course,” Laranos said. “It’s what you expect to see. My experience of the Supernal Realm is quite different to yours.”

      “It is?”

      “This is a Wayist temple to me, with fluted pillars and a marble floor. There are priests at rest, contemplating the labyrinth patterns on the walls, or untangling the knots of their prayer cords. And the incense…”

      “It’s pipe smoke!”

      But Nameless could see them now: hundreds of white-robed priests with soppy looks on their clean-shaven faces as they prayed and conversed and sang nauseating hymns. But he could still see the dwarves too, and when he focused on them, the boom-pah music drowned out the pious chants, and the priests grew misty like ghosts, very much in the background.

      “I’d forgotten how confusing it can be at first,” Laranos said. “Because I spend the majority of my time with other Wayists, I seldom have to share realities.”

      “Is that what this is: a shared reality?”

      “Our memories and dreams from life are made manifest to us, and to those we draw close to. You start to see as I see, and I see as you.”

      “Well, remind me not to hang out with a goat-shagger,” Nameless said. “Now, laddie, I’ve no coins on me, so I have to ask: could you buy me a drink?”

      “Beer’s free,” a ruddy-faced dwarf said, handing them each a flagon. “There’s no money here, and no tokens either.”

      “Obliged to you,” Nameless said.

      Laranos leaned in to whisper. “There might not be tokens and money, but privileges must be earned.”

      “Oh aye?”

      “This is no static paradise, Nameless. We are called to pass from glory to glory.”

      “Are we now?” Nameless took a sip of beer. “Tasteless!” he said. “Worse than Ironbelly’s.”

      “The flavor will improve as you progress in glory,” Laranos explained.

      “And how do I do that, in battle?”

      “You work out your penance.”

      “Penance again.”

      “I know,” Laranos said with a sigh. “It’s a Supernal thing. To us it sounds like punishment, but to Witandos it’s all about balance, and about staking his claim on essence.”

      “Essence?”

      “Ours. Everything that constitutes who and what we are. Witandos desires to purify us, whatever that means. The goal, he says, is for us to perfect our nature, however long it takes.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve often thought about that,” Laranos said, “and there are several possible answers.”

      “None of them good?”

      “Who am I to judge? I have benefited from playing by Witandos’s rules, as I’m sure you can see, but my heart remains set on a better place.”

      “The Pleroma of the Way. Grenic said the same.”

      “And you?” Laranos asked. “What do you say?”

      “I say there’s no better place than where we are right now,” Nameless said, gesturing with his tankard to take in the hall. “And if I need to jump through hoops to get beer that actually tastes like beer, I can see myself doing a wee bit of penance.”

      Laranos nodded, then sipped his beer. “I felt the same way when I first arrived here. And I remember how relieved I was to end up anywhere at all.” He coughed to clear his throat. “My faith…. When Blightey….”

      “It started to waver?”

      “I feared there was nothing waiting for me after death. Or, if there was….”

      “An eternity of impalement. Aye, Blightey’s a scut-sucking son of a shogger, anyway you look at it.”

      “All in the past now,” Laranos said.

      “Let’s hope so. Another beer, laddie?”

      Laranos drained his tankard and stood. “We probably shouldn’t keep our host waiting any longer.”

      Nameless followed the priest toward the far end of the hall, acknowledging a few dwarves he recognized from that last great battle outside Jeridium.

      He jumped as a hand clamped down on his shoulder, then spun around, fist raised.

      It was a young dwarf, robed in white.

      “You don’t recognize me, do you?” the dwarf said.

      Nameless squinted at him. “The voice sounds familiar….”

      Toe hair and beard, grey eyes—almost blue. He knew that face… only, before, the hair had been falling out in clumps, the beard turning grey. Last time he’d seen that head, he realized with a sickening feeling, it had been on a spike.

      “Thumil?”

      Nameless looked away, not knowing what to do with his eyes. How could you look at your old best friend after chopping off his head? After killing his daughter—albeit accidentally—and then marrying his wife?

      “The Way be with you,” Laranos said, raising a hand in farewell as he faded into the background.

      “This must be hard for you,” Thumil said.

      “Oh no, laddie,” Nameless said, turning on him. “I don’t want your Wayist forgiveness. I want you to hit me. Right here.” He pointed to his mouth. “Anywhere you like. Better still, fetch an axe. Do to me what I did to you.”

      “Do you have any idea how far back revenge would set me?” Thumil said. He was smiling. “I came here as a friend. And because Cordy asked me.”

      Nameless felt a pang of jealousy. “Cordy asked you?”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “You don’t know what I think,” Nameless said. Instantly, he regretted his tone. “I’m sorry, laddie. It’s you who should be angry, not me.”

      Thumil remained unflustered, as in control in death as he’d been in life.

      “Where is Cordy?” Nameless asked. “Why did she leave me on the boat? Why did she send you and not come herself?”

      Thumil drew in a long breath. “She no longer comes here.”

      “I can understand that. Have you tried the beer? What, laddie? What’s wrong?”

      “Cordy asked me to let you know that she will wait for you.”

      “Wait where? For how long? Thumil, what’s this all about?”

      Thumil put a hand on Nameless’s shoulder, leaned in close to whisper. “The Supernal Realm is part of the journey, not the end.”

      “Spoken like a true Wayist,” Nameless said. “Grenic, Laranos, and now you. It’s starting to feel like a conspiracy.”

      “Perhaps it is. A conspiracy of concern.”

      Thumil opened a door Nameless had not been aware of moments before, and gestured for him to go through.
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      The doorway pitched, and Nameless plummeted across the threshold. His guts flew into his mouth as silver light blazed across his vision.

      “Thumil!” he cried out. “What’s happening?”

      The stench of rot hit him. A great swell of bodies jostled him this way and that as they swept him along in the middle of a stampede.

      Thumil was gone.

      All around him creatures snarled and howled, things that might have once been men and women, might once have been dwarves. Some were armored, others were naked with livid flesh. Their eyes were crazed and empty, their beards—they all had them, men, women, and children—spattered with blood.

      Nameless was carried by the raging tide of horror toward a tower. Demon-dwarves scaled the walls. Glass shattered as they broke in through the windows. The main door hung from its hinges, and the creatures poured inside, snarling and rending.

      There were screams on top of screams. Blood misted in the air inside the tower. Screams gave way to howls of triumph as the livid creatures carried a massive body outside—a woman three times the height of a dwarf, though dwarvish in her proportions, her platinum hair drenched in gore, from where her skull had been crushed. Blood soaked the ground from a hundred cuts and bites. A faint glow radiated from her lacerated skin—warm and golden, yet swiftly fading to nothing.

      The temperature dropped.

      Nameless now stood in a cavern of coal. Frigid mist rose from the ground. Every breath he took constricted his airways and froze his lungs. His teeth chattered, and his knees knocked together. It took all his strength, all his willpower, to remain on his feet.

      A vast form resolved out of the gloom: a giant encased in ice, woven from shadow, yet dense, the weight of its presence a relentless tug that seemed to draw all the light to itself and destroy it.

      Nameless had seen this very vision before—in a dream a long time ago. He knew, if he looked up, there would be eyes of violet glaring out from the tomb of ice. Eyes that knew him, despised him, mocked him.

      Nameless kept his head bowed. He felt tiny, an ant to be crushed. He was worthless, a butcher. Beyond redemption.

      A door clicked shut behind him, and the world lurched.

      Nameless teetered, throwing his arms out for balance. A room spun around him then settled into place.

      “Welcome,” a deep voice said.

      A single miner’s lantern suspended from a ceiling joist gave off a wavering glow. Beneath it, a gigantic figure sat on a wooden throne strewn with furs. The length of his thickly muscled arms, the relative shortness of his legs, marked him as a dwarf, albeit one several times the height of a human. He was as broad as he was tall, his great bulk swamping the chair. A beard of spun gold flowed into his lap, where his hands rested either side of an enormous flagon.

      Nameless dropped to one knee—he was compelled to do so. He dipped his head, but not before he glimpsed a scarred and wizened face with one rheumy eye, the other covered by a rusty iron patch.

      “Supernal Father?” Nameless muttered into his beard. “Witandos?”

      “To you I am.”

      There was a melancholy edge to the voice, a spell-like quality that plunged Nameless into one of his black-dog moods.

      “It is the weight of unpaid penance you feel,” the god said.

      “Haven’t I done enough?”

      “Saving the survivors of Arx Gravis from the Lich Lord?” Witandos said. “A monster you provoked.”

      “Not by choice!” Nameless said. He’d gone to Verusia in his quest to destroy the black axe. That had been the start of Otto Blightey’s vendetta against the dwarves.

      “And what about when Arnoch was attacked by a five-headed dragon?” Nameless asked. “For my help that time, they made me king.” If that wasn’t a sign they’d forgiven him, then what was?

      “Yes, and then you returned from two hundred years of mourning your wife, in the roots of the Southern Crags, to save the dwarves again. All this I am aware of. But can it ever make up for the thousands you killed?”

      The dwarves had come as far as they ever could towards forgiving Nameless, but despite all he’d done to set things right, he had never been able to forgive himself. He’d learned to live with the guilt, even discovered how to laugh again, to drink with friends, and to raise his voice in song.

      “I do not blame you for Arx Gravis,” Witandos said, the weight of his presence growing heavier with each word he spoke. “But your deeds under the influence of the black axe have reaped dire consequences for us here, and now is the time for you to fix them.”

      “What consequences?”

      “What you saw was just a glimpse.”

      “The horde of… what were those things?”

      “They were once dwarves. The victims of your slaughter. They are demons now.”

      “My… my victims? No, they’ve suffered enough. They should be in the feasting hall, drinking and singing bawdy songs forever. Wait! It can’t be true. If these demons are my victims, what about Thumil? I just saw him, younger than when he was alive, but still a dwarf.”

      “Thumil is protected.” There was bitterness in Witandos’s tone.

      “Protected how?”

      “It need not concern you.”

      “And the giant woman? Why would these demons want to kill her?”

      Witandos hesitated before he answered, as if he couldn’t decide how much to say. When he did speak, Nameless had the sense some important detail had been left out.

      “It wasn’t demons that killed her. They lack the power.”

      “Then who?”

      “No more questions. For everything I tell you, everything I do, there will be a countermove.”

      “A counter—?”

      “No more now!”

      Witandos leaned forward in his chair, his one eye shining like a silver sun, and this time Nameless couldn’t look away.

      Light flared between them, and within its corona there appeared a cube fashioned from shadows.

      It looked like a die without numbers, and Nameless almost said as much, then remembered to hold his tongue.

      “I call it a phylactery,” Witandos said. “Its purpose is to contain the essence of a living being and to bring them safely home through the Void.”

      “That’s possible?” Nameless quickly clamped a hand over his mouth.

      “It was fashioned,” Witandos said, “to bring back my daughter, Etala.”

      According to the old stories, Mananoc had been driven from the Supernal Realm by the Archon and Etala, his brother and sister. The three had fallen through the Void and could never return. The Archon was dead, courtesy of Shadrak the Unseen, and Mananoc remained trapped in the Abyss. But Etala… Witandos wanted to bring her home?

      “The phylactery,” Witandos said, “has been stolen. Your penance is to return it.”

      “And if I do this, I’m done?”

      “Success here will bring you close, but there is still one more thing I would ask of you.”

      “Ask?”

      “Demand, then. If you are to progress in the afterlife beyond where you currently stand, there is more you must do. Retrieve the phylactery, and your final penance will be revealed to you.”

      “So, you want to pit me against thousands of dwarves and something so powerful it killed a Supernal?”

      “You will not be alone,” Witandos said. “You must enlist aid.” He raised a finger to forestall Nameless’s question. “The nature of that aid, you must decide for yourself.”

      “Do you have any idea where the phylactery might be, who could have taken it?”

      “I can offer no assistance.”

      “Because you can’t take direct action, right? So, where do I start?”

      “Where would you normally start?”

      “In a tavern, among dwarves.”

      Witandos allowed himself a chuckle.

      “Just don’t expect too much of them. A quest like this will advance a soul through glory, but the risks are extreme. Die here—the second death—and there is no coming back. It has proven something of a disappointment to me, that the majority of souls in this realm are afraid of losing what they have. They would sooner languish in apathy, than risk everything in order to ascend.”

      “I thought the afterlife was for heroes, not cowards,” Nameless said.

      “The best parts of it are. Do well in this task, and the one after that…”

      “And I can drink beer forever?”

      “Perhaps one day you will rise to become a Supernal.”

      Nameless didn’t know how he felt about that. Probably not as excited as he was supposed to feel.

      “I’m sure Thumil will achieve that before me,” he said. “That’s the sort of dwarf you want ascending to the heights.”

      “For Thumil that can never be.”

      “Because he’s a Wayist?”

      “Because, like most of your race, he lacks a vital quality.”

      “Oh, and what’s that, then?”

      “What is it that sets you apart from most other dwarves?”

      “My good looks?”

      Witandos’s eye narrowed.

      “Chiseled abs?”

      He knew he was playing with fire, but he couldn’t help himself. He flexed his arm to display his biceps. “These?”

      “Do not mock me.”

      “You must be referring to my mother, then,” Nameless said. “And the Exalted blood she passed to me. Where is my mother, by the way? And my pa? Yalla and Droom, their names are, or don’t I need to tell you that?”

      “You will see them soon enough.”

      “Ah, the carrot to go with the stick, eh?”

      “But you are right,” Witandos said. “Your mother’s blood is what makes you special. Something I added to a very few among your race, a check on the schemes of Mananoc. Here, we call it the blood of the Supernals.”

      Nameless’s mouth hung open as his brain tried to catch up. He looked back at Witandos.

      “Did the Archon know? Your son? The one who tried to kill me!”

      Witandos made a flicking motion with his finger, and Nameless flew backwards. A brief moment of disorientation, and he was back outside the door he’d entered by.

      “Wait! I was going to ask you about Cordy!”

      Nameless raised his fist, intending to pound on the door. He hesitated while he counted gibunas jumping into giant tankards of ale—something every dwarf child was taught to do, if they had trouble getting off to sleep.

      By the ninth gibuna, he was back in control, and he turned away from the door.

      Where the feasting hall had been, there was now a temple with a marble floor, colonnades of fluted pillars, and a high, vaulted ceiling the color of the evening sky, dotted with thousands of stars. There were priest-types everywhere—not all of them Wayists. Clustered together in their own groups, he saw men and women, humans, dwarves, and pointy-eared folk he’d not set eyes on before. White robes, black, red and green. Knotted prayer cords, beads. Some people had leather boxes strapped to their foreheads. Each group was blurry and indistinct, where the spaces they occupied overlapped.

      He felt queasy as he stepped away from the door and into the narthex of this impossibly vast temple with no walls to define it—at least no walls he could see.

      The sick feeling passed as quickly as it had come, and the serenity of the temple was replaced with the feasting hall once more. The place was again humming with dwarves, drinking and eating, singing bawdy songs.

      It was certainly tempting, to remain in the hall forever. But first he had a phylactery to find, and Witandos only knew what next after that.

      He passed down the long line of tables. No one offered him a drink. No one met his eye. No one even seemed to notice him. He glanced around for Thumil, for anyone he knew, but all he got for his effort was the conviction that he didn’t belong here, and that he wouldn’t belong until he had completed his task.

      He left the hall and found himself on a street flanked by two-story buildings of wattle-and-daub. Of the hill and the wooden hall, there was no sign. What kind of god would create such a place? And for what reason? Just to confuse people? It was confusing enough being dead and still feeling very much alive.

      He saw the glimmer of the rainbow sea in the distance, and the masts of ships moored at the harbor. At least something hadn’t altered while he’d been in the hall.

      The Supernal Realm was starting to remind him of Cerreth, where the surroundings shifted and changed at the drop of a hat. It felt like Aranuin, the abode of the faen. It felt like the Abyss.

      It was to be expected, he supposed. The realms were bound to be similar. They had all been created by Supernals.

      It would have been easier with Cordy at his side, with Paxy, Thumil, all his friends of old. But whoever said penance would be easy?

      Nameless walked along the street, nodding at passersby and taking comfort from the fact that they nodded right back. Most of them were dwarves, though there were humans dotted about among them. He thought it strange that there were shops here, restaurants, and market squares where traders hawked their wares. He passed among rows of houses, down alleyways and onto more shop-lined streets.

      There seemed no end to the sprawl of the city—if that’s indeed what it was; no end to the people who lived out a second, more permanent, life here.

      He stopped walking to take a good look around. It didn’t feel right, all these people, going about their daily business with no sense of urgency, as if they couldn’t be bothered to improve their lot.

      His eyes focused on the smoke pluming from a chimney, traveled down to the red-tiled roof, the walls of dressed granite, and finally to the wide open door.

      He made a beeline for the building, heart skipping as he saw the painted sign outside: a bearded queen standing on her head—Tilba the Legless, patroness of insobriety.
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      It stank of sweat inside, and hops, and weedsticks, and pipe tobacco, and… piss. Just like the taverns back home in Arx Gravis!

      Nameless stood in the doorway, a big toothy smile spreading across his face as a troupe of drummers on a raised stage started hammering out a quick, throbbing beat that made him tap his feet.

      Strings came next: guitars, mandolins, fiddles, and harps. A fat dwarf took center stage and belted out lewd lyrics in a booming bass, while dance girls with colorful beads in their beards kicked their stumpy little legs high.

      The drinkers closest to the door, all of them dwarves, raised their tankards in greeting.

      “Laddies!” Nameless said. “Good health to you all.”

      “Cheers!” came the reply.

      Tears stung his eyes—or it might have been the pipe smoke.

      On his way to the bar, he walked between long tables that seated shog knows how many dwarves. And what a bar! It extended into the distance with no end in sight. Perfect height for leaning on when ordering a drink, and there were barstools, too, hundreds of them, as many occupied as not.

      And it wasn’t the only bar, either. There were bars everywhere he looked, and not a wall to be seen. It was a tavern without boundaries, a tavern that could hold as many dwarves as chose to come here.

      There were blazing hearths and pigs roasting on spits. There were serving wenches, all chest and beard; warriors with weapons, miners
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