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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.

 

 


MAP OF AETHIR

[image: ]

 


THIRD CHRONICLE

THE SCOUT AND THE SERPENT

ILESA’S LUNGS WERE BURNING UP, her breaths no more than ragged gasps. It was only the howls from the dark spaces between the trees that forced her on. One false step now and she’d be ripped to shreds. It was just like before, back home in Portis, when the wolf-men had changed her life forever. She couldn’t give a damn about the dreams of a deranged god at the heart of Aethir. This was more like a nightmare of her own.

Nameless turned back to wait for her, axe gripped tight in white-knuckled hands, deep-set eyes scanning the forest behind her. The dwarf was tireless, and his stumpy legs could move faster than Ilesa would have imagined.

She summoned energy from a fast-emptying well and surged towards him. Only it wasn’t a surge, really, it was more of a lurch. Her knees buckled and sent her crumpling to the dirt. She couldn’t go on. Her strength had fled, her fear along with it. She was only dimly aware of the howls piercing the chill night air, the ghostly glow of Raphoe, largest of the three moons. She could feel the closeness of the trees, smell the scent of the pines. The loamy earth might just as well have been a soft bed. She was numb with exhaustion. What did it matter if the beasts fell upon her, ripped her throat out and devoured her flesh? Everyone had to die some time, and right now dying felt so much easier than—

“Up, lassie. Come on, up now.” A strong hand clamped about her forearm, pulled her to her feet like a father might lift a child that had fallen and grazed its knee. At least any normal father.

“Please…” She trembled with the effort of speaking. “I can’t go on. Too hard. It’s just too hard.” She slipped from his grip and lay back down.

She could hear them crashing through the undergrowth, growling, roaring, panting. They were close. Too close.

“Go,” she said. “Leave me.”

“Change.” Nameless stepped over her to face the oncoming threat. “Make yourself smaller.”

“What?” It was hardly the time for—

“The dwarf thing,” Nameless growled. “So I can carry you.”

Her mind swam with images that rose to the surface like ink in water and then faded away. Davy. She saw her little brother Davy, bruised and beaten, eyes aghast at what the bastard had done to him—what she’d failed to protect him from.

Another chorus of howls ripped through the night.

“Quickly,” Nameless snapped. “They’re here.”

She shut her eyes tight, the better to focus. The image was weak, but she’d grown familiar with the form of late. She felt a wave of nausea roll up from her stomach to her head; felt her limbs contracting, her face broadening. Itchy hair sprouted from her chin and cheeks.

Nameless grabbed her roughly, slung her over his shoulder, and then he was off, pounding the ground with his boots. She looked up and saw the first of the wolf-men burst through into the clearing, a huge grey male with slobber drooling from its black lips. It roared when it saw them, nostrils flaring, curved fangs glinting in the silver light. She thumped Nameless’ back and he whirled.

“Shog!” He lowered Ilesa to the ground and took a two-handed grip on his axe. “Crawl on, lassie. Let’s see if these mongrels like the taste of cold steel.”

Ilesa rolled to her back and forced herself to sit. Her fingers found the hilt of her sword, struggled to pull it free. She was tired. So tired.

More and more wolf-men loped into view. They bunched into a pack, jostling each other and growling. Then they spread out to either side, some disappearing back into the trees.

“Flanking us,” Nameless grumbled. “Have they no honor?”

Ilesa got to her feet and drew her sword and dagger. She stumbled, but steadied herself with a jolting lunge. Nameless spared her a look, as if he were willing her to recover. His eyes were sparkling from the depths of their sockets and she drew strength from them.

“Can you go on?” he asked.

Ilesa licked her lips and shook her head. She didn’t even have the energy to maintain the morphing and winced as her limbs stretched back to normal and the skin of her face grew once more smooth and hairless. She saw the disappointment in Nameless’ eyes, but then she looked at him more carefully.

There was something about the dwarf that had been tugging away at the back of her mind. Something different. She stared at his gnomic face and then she realized what it was. When she’d joined his quest in Malfen he’d been bald as an egg and clean shaven. When he’d fallen from the cliff a few days ago, he’d got nothing more than a stubbly growth; but now—impossible as it seemed—he had a good few inches of beard and a thick head of hair. Was that usual for a—

The big grey wolf-man dropped to all fours and charged.

“Keep close, and mind the axe,” Nameless said. It sounded like there was a quiver of trepidation in his voice, but it may have been Ilesa’s hearing, for next thing he started to sing in a booming bass.

“I once knew a girl with a red-bearded chin…”

Wolf-men tore from the trees either side, and more came from behind, yipping and howling. The forest was alive with their great loping bodies. There must have been half a hundred, if not more.

The big grey leapt, bared fangs coming straight for the dwarf’s throat. At the last possible moment, Nameless swayed and swung, the double-bladed axe shearing clean through its neck. The head flew like a child’s ball, and the body crumpled into a spasming heap, spurting gouts of dark blood from the stump of its neck.

The pack faltered and began to circle them. A scarred male darted in and then turned back, keeping its distance. Another tried the same thing on the opposite side.

Ilesa’s heart was thumping strongly now, pumping blood to her muscles and preparing them for the fight. It was borrowed strength, she knew from experience, but at least she no longer felt like curling up and dying.

“That certainly showed them,” Nameless said, raising an eyebrow. “Always take out the pack leader first, I say. Nine times out of ten, the rest will turn tail and flee.”

“They don’t look much like fleeing,” Ilesa said. The wolf-men were inching closer, snarling and slashing the air with their claws. “Maybe that wasn’t the pack leader.”

Nameless rubbed his new growth of beard and narrowed his eyes as he looked about. “Perhaps it was the song that scared them.” He took in a great gulp of air and sang, “Her name was Red Tilda, her drink it was gin…”

The pack howled in unison and pressed in closer.

“She downed it in gallons that caused her to sing, with a ho humping diddly doo lecherous grin.”

A wolf-man stood on its hind legs, beat its chest, and ran at them.

“Forgot the words.” Nameless made a show of scratching his head. “Only seem to remember them when I’ve downed a couple of flagons.”

Ilesa dropped into a fighting crouch and
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