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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




SMARTER THAN ROOT VEGETABLES
an introduction to Grunts!
by
Mary Gentle


Why orcs?


Actually, the more usual way to phrase that question – especially in the case of the Orc Marines – is, ‘Why? Why? Oh dear lord, WHY?!’


Orcs have always had a very poor press …


I’d wanted to do something about that ever since devouring The Lord of the Rings around the age of nine. Maybe it was sympathy for the underdog – maybe, at that age, a vague unease about class and race – but it was obvious to me that Tolkien’s orcs got the short and dirty end of the stick, and that this was Not Fair.


But how you could treat their apparent character as football-hooligan thugs, incapable of redemption or intelligence, and still stay true to … well … their ‘orcishness’ – had me puzzled.


We cut from age 9 to the start of the 1990s.


As part of the Midnight Rose company – put together to edit fantasy and SF anthologies of short stories – my particular invention was Villains!: genre fantasy as seen from the bad guys’ point of view.


At the beginning of the 1990s that was still a new idea. I remain proud of Villains!, though it’s now long out of print; we had some notably twisted and entertaining stories, from some notably twisted and entertaining writers …


And I thought that, as well as editing, I might have a go at a short story for the anthology, from the viewpoint of orcs.


Did I have the slightest idea how to do it?


Frustratingly, the answer was still no.


During one phone conversation, a fellow editor made a guess at how I might be likely to portray them. ‘“Proud but misunderstood members of a noble warrior race”?’


Which, to be fair, wasn’t a bad bet, given what I’d written up until then.


‘No …’ I said, as realisation dawned. ‘No. More like, “mean motherfuckers with big guns”!’


And around the time that the ‘short story’ passed the 25,000 word mark, I realised that submitting it to the judgement of the other Midnight Rose editors was a moot point – I had the start of a novel on my hands.


As to where the inspiration (to use a term loosely) came from – I blame gaming. And the Gulf War. And a speeding coach on the Finchley Road. And Dean Wayland. Not necessarily in that order.


A couple of years earlier I’d been introduced to war-gaming, and table-top role-playing games, and Live Role-play. And introduced to gamers and their sense of humour. Gamers, given any concept, tend to fold, spindle and mutilate it, bounce it off the walls a couple of times, and turn it inside out to wear as a party-hat… I like that.


So I’d been playing Viet Nam-era and modern military war-games, AD&D and Call of Cthulhu RPGs, and doing two kinds of outdoor live gaming – milsim exercises, and Fantasy Live Role-play. The military simulation games were firmly based in science fiction – Aliens’ ‘Colonial Marines’, and other media military SF. And the Fantasy LRP scenarios left no source from book, TV and film unravaged, but had Tolkien and more modern fantasists as their primary inspiration.


At some point, the sight of people running around in camouflage with Big Guns merged in my mind with the fantasy creatures…


And lo! – or possibly, Yo! – there were Orc Marines.


The story-seed took root and grew. It seemed perfectly reasonable to me that the discovery of a magically-cursed dragon-hoard, consisting of weapons gathered from different dimensions – including 20c Earth – should result in scabby little orcs achieving the status of lean, mean, M16-wielding marines … Isn’t that reasonable?


In 1990/91, the Gulf War – the Desert Shield/Desert Storm version – was being fought. I got to talk to people serving in various Armed Forces. A lot of the story in Grunts! comes simply from looking at The Lord of the Rings, and genre fantasy as it existed up to 1990, and thinking: what would this be like if it were real?


Well, war would be hell, the way it always is.


Military humour tends to have a certain macabre quality to it which I’ve always liked – it’s similar to the humour of medical students, or members of the emergency services. That close to death and dismemberment – and instances of sheer human stupidity – people laugh or crack up.


And the orcs, I thought, are definitely the Poor Bloody Infantry of the Dark Lord …


Tolkien put a lot of his First World War experiences into fantasy, but he was writing an epic, and the epic form rarely troubles itself with the subversive, or the cowardly, or with macabre satire. It seemed to me that, if there were orcs, and if there were war … sometimes you would laugh. And sometimes shudder. And sometimes you’d do both at the same time. I just laughed at what?


And then we come to the speeding coach.


Possibly I had a considerable amount of fellow-feeling for black humour while I was working on Grunts! Just prior to starting the book, I was in a road traffic accident, and I was in the process of some recovery while writing it.


I’ve never quite worked out why that put me in a frame of mind to enjoy both cruelty and humour – the edgy territory of what is blackly humorous, as well as what’s plain frivolous and purely silly. But I’m convinced Grunts! wouldn’t have been written the way it is if I hadn’t been adapting to the after-effects of spinal injury and mobility problems. There’s a grim bedrock to the humour, reading it again after several years, that stands out to me even more than when I was writing it.


What’s lasted in my mind about Grunts! though, is how much fun it was to write, despite the situation.


And the characters have stayed with me – which is strange for slapstick and satire.


In the same way that the story starts from taking fantasy warfare and asking ‘what happens if this is real?’, a lot of the characters stem from the same speculation. If halflings had any visible sex lives, you might well get Magda Brandiman, BDSM whorehouse-owner. If orcs were smarter than root vegetables, you’d get the violent, witty, and highly pragmatic orc commander Ashnak. If cannon-fodder orcs developed all the military virtues of discipline and self-control and extreme violence, but no conscience, there would be Orc Marines – and fantasy-Earths would be in deep, deep trouble …


Looking back, I have a great deal of affection for all of them – the Dark Lord’s orc-minion Ashnak, born to be a pipeweed-chewing, five-star General. The orcish runt Barashkukor: an insanely positive marine and a very – odd – romantic hero. The supremely practical halfling sons of Magda Brandiman: Will and Ned (… technically it isn’t cannibalism if they’re not your own species …). Not to mention Perdita del Verro, sexy elvish war correspondent for Warrior of Fortune; the Special Undead Services; and the Paladin of the Light, Amarynth, who just happens to know he’s right. All. The. Time.


Oh, and Kar-Sissh: possessed of a chitinous exoskeleton, and a tea habit that would beggar the plantations of the Far East… And mud-wrestling dwarves, Socialist halfling Duchesses, the Dark Lord and His (or, more often, Her) democratic election campaign; the Little Sisters of Mortification, the T54 Main Battle Tank, and – as befits genre fantasy – the human who falls into this world to find his Destiny awaiting him. Shame about him…


It’s true that it takes a certain kind of mind to appreciate the qualities of Grunts! Fortunately there was one at hand during the time I was writing it – Dean Wayland, mentioned in the Acknowledgements as the originator of the line ‘Pass me another elf, Sergeant. This one’s split.’ (From which you may gather that the particular qualities that one needs to appreciate Grunts! are best passed over in tactful silence.)


Like many writers, I kick ideas around with other people, and some of my happiest memories of Grunts! are of Dean and I brainstorming ideas, bouncing plots off each other, acting out orc and hobbit dialogue, and generally using improv to bring large chunks of the story into existence as performance. Whether or not this was a good thing … well, like it also says in the Acknowledgements: he is the man without whom this book would be in far better taste!


Twelve or so years later, I’m both surprised and pleased by what’s happened to Grunts! It’s stayed in print since it was first published; it continues to get fan letters (sometimes from genuine marines). A number of independent gaming companies have allowed as how figures and scenarios have been influenced by Grunts!, which always makes me grin. And when, from time to time, I’ve met live role-players portraying characters from the book, that just seems … poetic. What goes around, comes around.


And now there are the movies.


There is a (possibly apocryphal) story about the computer-generated Orc armies in Peter Jackson’s versions of The Lord of the Rings. Each sprite was individually programmed to fight, and then let loose on the ‘battlefield’. Tens of thousands of cannon-fodder Orcs charged, screaming battle-cries, towards the vast army of Elves and Men …


And two Orcs took one look at the battlefield and the opposing numbers – and turned around and ran like hell.


I like to think that those two were grunts …
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A NOTE ON ORCISH PRONUNCIATION


A linguistic slur has it that Orcish is a monosyllabic language because orcs have difficulty memorizing more than one syllable at a time. This is not true. Many Orcish names consist of as many as three, or even four, syllables. They are pronounced as follows:




Ashnak                        ASH-nak


Barashkukor                BA-rash-KU-kor


Chahkamnit                  Chah-KAM-nit


Dakashnit                     Da-KASH-nit


Imhullu                         Im-HUL-lu


Lugashaldim                 LU-gash-AL-dim


Marukka                      Ma-RUK-ka


Razitshakra                  RA-zit-SHAK-ra


Shazgurim                    Shaz-GUR-im


Varimnak                    VA-rim-nak


Zarkingu                      Zar-KING-u




BOOK 1


BROTHERS IN ARMS




1


IN THE TOWER of the nameless necromancer it is always cold.


The big orc’s breath smoked odorously on the air. He pulled the buckles of his breastplate tighter round his muscled body. Frost sparkled on the laminated black armour sheathing his shoulders, arms and bowed thighs. The sorcerous cold bites into orc-flesh as no ordinary winter can.


‘I come,’ he rumbled.


He slung the war-axe and warhammer from his broad, hairy shoulders; and pulled the winged iron helm with its nasal spike more firmly down on his misshapen skull. Even standing to attention he slouches forward; his knuckles hang down beside his knees.


‘Hurry,’ the familiar whimpered. ‘Master calls: hurry–hurry–hurry!’


The orc drew his knobbly foot back, aimed, and kicked the familiar’s lean, hairy buttocks. The familiar shot down the corridor, bouncing off the walls several times.


‘Don’t give orders to Ashnak of the fighting Agaku!’ The big orc guffawed, striding up the nine hundred and ninety-nine steps to the tower’s top chamber.


Ice congealed on the onyx walls. A sorcerous frost snapped at his clawed fingers. He slapped at dirt and dung on his plate armour, shook his tusked head, and raised a great fist to hammer on the oaken doors. Before he could, they drifted silently open. Light from the tower’s single high window slanted down.


The nameless necromancer sprawls in a chair made from the bones of his enemies.


His patchwork robes glittered with the silver thread that sewed together their many disquietingly shaped small pieces of leather. At his feet his staff glowed, quiescently, with the light of dark stars. His head was bowed. Ashnak judged him old, as Man-flesh ages, two or more centuries; but still with the disgusting smoothness of human youth.


‘Master!’ The orc fell to his knees in the darkened tower. His plate harness and weapons clashed loudly in the sorcerous silence.


‘Lord Necromancer!’ he shouted.


The nameless necromancer started violently. Wine spilled from his bone cup down his black robes. His virulent green eyes opened.


‘Um … Who … ?’


The nameless necromancer rubbed a pale, slender hand across his mouth. The skull wine-cup slipped from his other hand, soaking his robe of skins and bouncing off across the flagstones.


‘Wha’ …?’


‘Ashnak,’ the big orc reminded him. ‘Ashnak of the warriors! Ashnak of the fighting Agaku!’


‘Uhnnnn … Ashnash … Now wha’ did I …’


Ashnak, as patiently as is possible for an orc (and a Man-smart Agaku who is facing sorcery can be very patient indeed) said, ‘You summoned me, master. Ashnak of the—’


‘—fighting Agaku, yes, I know. Don’t shout, scum.’


The nameless necromancer leaned his head over the side of the bone chair and was noisily sick. Another of the lean brown familiars shot out from under the dais and began to lap up the vomit.


Something else scurried in the distant shadows. Ashnak stiffened.


‘Damnation!’ The wizard hiccupped, and pointed an unsteady finger. Golden forked lightning spiked from his hand to the corner of the chamber.


The blast rattled even Ashnak’s ear-drums. Stone-chips flew from the black masonry. The offending rat, missed by three yards, scuttled off into the dark.


‘I have a task for you, Ashnak.’


As always after the operation of sorcery, the nameless necromancer’s voice sharpened and became alert.


‘You may take three other warriors with you. No more than three. You are to go in secrecy to where my agent awaits you. I will give you a talisman for recognition. Then you are to be guards while a task is performed for me. After that, you will be told what to do.’


‘Yes, master!’


Ashnak prostrated himself, iron weapons clanging on the flagstones, and banged his forehead three or four times against the stone floor. It was not something that particularly hurt him, and it tended to placate the nameless necromancer.


‘At once, master!’


‘You give me a headache, Ashnak,’ the nameless necromancer said, reaching for a bottle spun from the silicon bones of a foe stranger than is easily comprehended. ‘Go away.’


Two pairs of eyes surveyed the outside of the tavern from slightly less than three feet six inches above ground level.


‘We’re never going to get our gear out of our room,’ Will Brandiman said.


‘Not without running into the Assassins’ Guild,’ Ned Brandiman concluded. ‘They’re bound to have got back here before we did, right, Will?’


Will Brandiman picked up his trailing skirts and faded back from the alley entrance. The laced bodice was uncomfortably tight, restricting his access to the throwing knives strapped under his arms. He coiled the child’s skipping-rope and stuffed it into a pocket.


‘’Fraid so, Ned.’


He glanced at his brother. Ned’s pink-frilled frock had become stained with town dirt, and his brown hair (too short really to plait) was coming out of its braids. He didn’t suppose he looked much better. He rubbed his hand over his chin, and reflected on the odd advantages not having to shave more than twice a month can give.


‘I wouldn’t trust this disguise at close quarters,’ the halfling said, ‘though it’s served us well enough today. We got the job done. Now let me see …’


‘We have to get that crowd out of the tavern room, right?’ his brother halfling asked.


‘Right. And in such a way that the Assassins’ Guild people have to come out with them. So …’


‘So it’s simple.’ Ned pointed above his head at the thatched roof. ‘Set fire to one of the houses over here. Everyone’ll come rushing out – the Guild too, because you can’t refuse fire-fighting duty. Not publicly. We go in, get our stuff, and leave.’


Will raised his eyebrows, pleasantly surprised. ‘What would I do without you, brother? Very well. Let’s find some dry thatch. And, for preference, an occupied building.’


‘Why?—oh.’ Ned grinned. ‘Cries for help’ll bring ’em out running.’


‘Exactly.’


The last of a long summer twilight shone in the west. The flint and steel bristled sparks on to tinder. Will carefully set fire to three strips of cloth ripped from his dress, and poked them up under the low eaves with a stick.


They retreated into darker alleys opposite the tavern.


‘FIRE!’


Raw-throated screaming started.


The tavern emptied a crowd into the winding street. Shouts filled the air. Men and a few elven-kind and dwarves calling for water, buckets, billhooks and sand. Invisible in firelight, the brothers slipped past them into the echoing, empty tavern, sprinting upstairs to their room.


‘Let’s move it!’


Will ripped his dress over his head. His short, stocky frame glowed in the light from the burning buildings. Fingers fumbling, he pulled on shirt, trunk hose, fine mailshirt and doublet. He buckled on his sword, checked the placing of throwing daggers and poisoned needles; and ran over to join Ned where the elder halfling was throwing every piece of gear from dark lanterns to heavy-duty crossbows into the brass-bound chests.


‘Lower ’em down from the back window with the rope,’ Ned said. ‘We’ll go out and round the tavern—’


Will darted across the room and laid the palm of his small hand on the door. He frowned, opened the door a crack, and looked into roaring flames. All the tavern’s stairs blazed.


Burning thatch floats.


‘We’ll jump down after,’ he corrected, shutting the door and coughing. ‘It’s only one floor.’


‘One floor in a Man-building!’


‘If you’d rather roast, Ned—!’


Grinning at the expression on his brother’s face, Will opened the back window and hefted the first chest up on to the sill. Braced, he lowered it by the rope; lowered the second chest; and scrambled up on to the window sill. He took careful aim and jumped.


‘Arrhhh! You little turd!’


In a tangle of knees and elbows, Will got himself together and found the inn yard empty except for the Man he’d landed on. The fat human ostler, still sprawling, opened his mouth to yell again, and Will hit him on the temple with the hilt of his dagger. The Man fell backward.


Ned Brandiman’s feet hit square on the Man’s chest, cushioning his jump also. The Man choked, lips turning blue. The halfling pulled the last pink ribbons from his hair and shook out the braids. He chuckled.


‘Fast work, Will.’


‘No problem, Ned.’


A Man’s voice bawled, ‘Oi! You two!’


Will spun round and ran towards the burly man in working clothes at the yard entrance.


‘Help! Sir, help us! The tavern’s on fire, we were only saved by the heroism of this Man – and I think he’s injured; please, help!’


The stranger, a brawling-looking redheaded man, loped across the inn yard and knelt down by the ostler. While he prodded the recumbent form, Will took a swift look around. No sign of Ned, but the stable doors were open …


Will palmed a knife as he came up behind the redheaded man, and sliced neatly through the jugular vein with the man facing away from him, so that the gout of blood sprayed across the unconscious ostler. He stared thoughtfully up at the tavern. Smoke coiled out between the eaves. He bent and put the red knife in the ostler’s hand.


‘Will! Here!’


Straining to lead a sweating pony, Ned Brandiman staggered out of the stables. Will grabbed a couple of empty boxes and, climbing on them, fixed the brass-bound chests either side of the saddle, and finally leaped up behind Ned as his brother flailed a horse-crop nearly as tall as himself, cracking it against the pony’s flanks.


The hot wind from the fire blew in his face, and Will grinned widely. The poor quarter’s houses and low dives flashed by, lost in the dung kicked up by the pony’s hooves. He shook Ned’s small but muscular shoulder.


‘Slow down!’


His brother heaved on the reins. The pony reluctantly fell into a walk. Ned soothed it, until the flattened ears relaxed; and Will sat straight-backed in the saddle as they paced with dignity through the merchants’ quarter, and the night that here was quiet, towards the sleepy guards on Ruxminster’s city gate.


The orc encampment steamed gently in the sunshine.


Barashkukor, leaning scabby elbows on the parapet of the Nin-Edin fort, gazed down from the mountainside at a wilderness only the vultures could love. He tilted his dented helmet back on his head. ‘So what do you get if you cut the legs off a warrior?’


Marukka gave a baritone chuckle, waving her jagged sword in the air for emphasis. ‘A low-down bum!’


Barashkukor groaned, but quietly in case she should hear him. The young female orc towered above him by a good twenty inches.


‘And what,’ she pursued, ‘do you get if you cut the arms off a low-down bum?’


Barashkukor leaned his pole-axe up against the stone parapet, abandoning all pretence of sentry duty. He scratched at the scabs on his scaly chest, and pulled his scruffy brigandine open – the metal plates sewn into the jacket poked through the worn lining, pinching his tough hide. The hot air sang with emptiness, and the mountain fort glowed like an oven.


‘What do you get if you cut the arms off a low-down bum?’ he repeated.


‘An ’armless low-down bum!’


Barashkukor giggled sycophantically. The female orc planted her bowed legs wide, fists on her hips, and bellowed. Her bright orange hair, caught up into a horse-tail on top of her skull, shook wildly. The rusty mail and plate armour in which she clad herself jingled, as did the knives and maces hanging from her wide leather belt. Her vast breasts strained the buckles of her brigandine.


‘And what—’


Barashkukor sidled along the parapet towards the steps. The rest of the orc band sprawled in the bailey, in the noon heat, around the cooking-pit. Only a few roofless buildings and the outer defences remained of this fort. Barashkukor found it rather homely.


Marukka’s sword-point slammed against the wall an inch in front of his face. He halted and assumed an expression of extreme attentiveness.


‘—what do you get’, she demanded, ‘if you cut the head off a ’armless, low-down bum?’


He considered it in proportion to the nearness of her jagged weapon. ‘Ya got me. What do you get?’


‘A headless chicken.’


Barashkukor said incredulously, ‘“A headless chicken”?’


‘Well – would you stand and fight, with no arms and no legs?’


Marukka slapped her bulging green thigh. Her jaw dropped, and she wheezed. Tears leaked out of the corners of her beetle-browed eyes.


‘That’s good! Isn’t that good? I made that one up myself!’


Barashkukor showed all his fangs and tusks in a grin. ‘Real good, Marukka. You slay ’em.’


‘Sure do.’ She stroked the sword complacently and tucked it back under her belt. ‘Shouldn’t be surprised if I was good enough to be paid. Stinkin’ Men get paid for jokes. I seen that once. I was in a city, once, you know—’


I know, Barashkukor thought. ‘How about a game of Orcball?’ he suggested hastily.


‘Good idea! Aww … We ain’t got a ball.’ Marukka sniffed. She stomped down the steps into the bailey. ‘’Ere! Whose idea was it to cook the dinner?’


The largest orc, who was (it need hardly be said) the band’s leader, pointed silently at one of the smaller orcs. Marukka advanced, drawing her sword. The small orc backed away.


‘I didn’t! It wasn’t my idea! I wasn’t even here—urp!’


Marukka’s jagged blade whistled through the air. There was a whup! and something relatively round bounced and landed at Barashkukor’s feet, still blinking. The orc-band scrambled to their feet with enthusiasm.


‘We got a ball,’ Marukka announced. ‘Let’s play!’


A voice through his nightmare said:


‘What’s that smell?’


Will Brandiman moved his head fractionally and winced. A blaze of pain subsided. It was no nightmare. He tested his wrists and found them cord-bound. His lock-picks, by the feel of it, were still sewn into his cuffs. His ankles throbbed, tied much too tightly.


‘Roasting pony?’ he guessed thickly.


‘One day you’re going to wake up to the smell of roasting brother,’ Ned grumbled.


The ground was hard and damp under his face. Will strained to lift his head. The brilliant moon blazed in his eyes, and he flinched. There was no locating the source of the pain as yet, but he had a small bet that it would be a head wound, and an unprofessional one at that.


‘Orcs,’ he concluded, sniffing.


A bare foot, hard as the hardest leather boot, kicked him in the ribs. The force of the blow threw him over on to his back. He stared up at a broad-shouldered, squat-legged orc in shining black plate harness. The orc opened its tusked mouth and spat accurately into Will’s eye. The saliva stung.


‘Orcs,’ Will marvelled. ‘Well, you can’t be that stupid. You managed to surprise me and my brother, and that isn’t often done – ahh!’


A slightly smaller orc leaned over Will’s face from behind him, and shoved the muzzle of its hound-faced bassinet helmet open. The fanged and tilt-eyed face was upside-down from Will’s point of view and (he thought) none the better for it. The orc gave a light contralto growl. ‘Show respect! Do not speak before Ashnak!’


Will managed to roll himself up into a precarious sitting position. Ned, a bundle of rope, lay a few feet away. A fire burned. The shelter of branches and bracken that had concealed this dip in the ground and the cave entrance were scattered about; the brass-bound chests were open and their contents looted. One of the heavy crossbows hung at the belt of the armoured orc. Will raised one eyebrow in a rare respect.


‘Agaku,’ he guessed. ‘The Man-smart Agaku.’


The armoured orc smiled, showing polished yellow fangs. ‘I have not met many, Man or elf-filth or halfling, who are smart as the Agaku.’


Will managed to wipe his face against his knee, cleaning off the last of the acidic saliva. His eyes still ran, blurring the night sky, so that for a panic-stricken moment he was not sure how many orcs surrounded them.


Ned’s voice, thick with pain, said, ‘A scouting party, I’d guess, since there’s only two of them. Will—’


‘Yes, yes, I know. It’s difficult.’


A spark from the fire drifted through the air and lodged against his cheek, burning. He shook his head violently, and then groaned. The fire had been set in the cave-mouth, not visible from the moorland above, and the charred carcass of the pony appeared to have been extensively chewed.


‘You’re getting rid of the evidence,’ he marvelled, looking up at the larger orc. ‘Ashnak, was it, that she called you? Master Ashnak, you and I must talk. I’d find it more convenient if you cut at least my ankles free, since I think that if you don’t, I’ll lose the use of my feet.’


The ground swooped dizzyingly away as a clawed hand grabbed the back of his doublet and swung him up into the air. The female orc’s helmeted face grinned into his from a distance of six inches. Her tusks were long, curved, and capped with bronze. Her whiteless eyes gleamed. She hefted a spiked morningstar in her free hand.


‘You little halflings, always so tricksy,’ she said, in guttural admiration. ‘Mark me, Ashnak. They’re on some quest for the Light. If we heed their pleas and free ’em, they’ll have some miracle later on, and bring us down in our pride. I’ve heard Man-tales. I know how it goes.’


The spiked pole swung up, poised, swung down—


‘Not without my orders, Shazgurim!’ The large orc wrenched the morningstar away and belted the other orc with the smooth end, sending her crashing against the earth-wall of the dip in the ground. Will tried his best for a tuck-and-roll fall — being tucked reasonably well already by his bonds — but a sharp rock caught him in the gut, and it was a minute and more before he dragged enough air into his lungs to breathe.


He heard Ned say, very reasonably, ‘A bargain – our equipment, which you can use, for our lives, which you have no use for.’


An owl hooted twice, and then hooted twice again. The owl is not necessarily a moorland bird. Moving almost as silently as halflings, two more armoured orcs slid around the tor and over the side of the dip and brandished their war-axes in salute to Ashnak. Will groaned as he rolled over, the cords at his ankles cutting into him like wire.


‘They’re alone,’ one of the orcs grunted. ‘No smell of strangers: Men or wizard-filth or squat dwarves.’


The smallest orc, which in the flickering firelight Will thought might be another female, gave a high-pitched giggle. ‘No smell of magic, no. None. None!’


He saw Ashnak open his fanged mouth, knew that the orc’s next words would be Kill them! and played his last card. Fortunately, as usual, it was a fifth ace.


‘Hold your hand!’ he cried. ‘In the name of the nameless necromancer!’


Ned, at his side, made a noise that might have been a groan or a whimper. ‘“In the name of the nameless”?’


‘You know what I mean. In the … Oh, the hell with it. Orcs!’ Will exclaimed, loudly. ‘Strong though you are, I know your kind fear magic. Do you really wish to risk offending the nameless necromancer?’


The big orc motioned with his hand. The two scout orcs vanished up on to the moorland again. Shazgurim stood, rebuckling the plate armour on her forearms, and scowled at Ashnak’s back. Will noted it. As Ashnak approached, he flicked the hair back out of his eyes and gazed as fearlessly as he could at the orc.


‘Hhrmmm …’ The orc squatted down. In the firelight Will could just make out the clan tattoos on his horny cheeks. Polearms slung across his back, black armour thigh- and arm-defences, engraved breastplate – this is no orc bandit, Will thought. He assumed a dignified confidence.


‘And just why’, the orc growled, ‘would it offend my master the nameless to slice your skins from your bodies, and cook them, and feed them back to you, before we leave you impaled by your arses on our spears for the ravens to rip at?’


‘You have a wonderful turn of phrase.’ Will paused. ‘Your master?’


‘Yes, little coney. My master. Whose name you have made filthy in your halfling mouth, so perhaps I will feed you live coals after I feed you your skin.’


Ned Brandiman groaned.


‘Bloody hell, Will! We’re not even at the Grey Crag. We’re not inside twenty miles of the place!’


Will sighed. He looked up at the orc’s face, upon which confusion was giving way to comprehension with surprising rapidity.


‘I have a certain talisman about my person,’ he said. ‘If I were you, I’d cut me free and let me reach it out, there are poison needles in the matter, you see.’


Shazgurim growled, disgusted. ‘Talisman. By the rotten bowels of the Dark Lord! Ashnak, you mark my words, we shall live to regret this.’


The jagged knife sliced the cords at his wrists and ankles. When they saw how he could not move, the big orc chafed his flesh between horny hands until Will, yelping, managed first to stagger to his feet and then, while they cut Ned free, to reach into the booby-trapped pouch and extract an inert cube of amber.


‘Say your word.’


The orc’s brow furrowed. Ashnak at last muttered: ‘Zerganu-baniphal!’


The amber cube pulsed once, warming Will’s hand. He tossed it to the orc, said ‘Banidukkunishubar,’ and watched it glow with as great a light. ‘I won’t say, “Well met.” We are twenty miles off the rendezvous and you’ve eaten my pony.’


‘Our pony,’ Ned Brandiman corrected. The brown-haired halfling stretched his arms and legs in turn, and looked up at the orc from about waist-height. ‘You’re a warrior by the look of you – what’s the nameless doing sending the Horde? We don’t want you clumping around telling the whole world where we’re going. We don’t work that way.’


Shazgurim slouched over, tipping the visor of her steel bassinet back on her head. ‘Just how do you two work?’


Will and Ned looked at each other.


‘Ned and Will Brandiman,’ Ned introduced. ‘Notorious ’alflings. Sir and madam, you are looking at two of the greatest professionals it will ever be your good fortune to meet. As to what we do, we find lost property.’


Shazgurim snorted. ‘And is it usually lost before you two “find” it?’


‘Now that you come to mention it …’


Ashnak nodded his great tusked head. ‘Thieves. Our master the nameless said there would be thieves.’


‘We prefer the term adventurers. It sounds so much more respectable.’ Will brushed himself down, and strolled across the dip to look at the ransacked chests. ‘You realize it will be necessary to return the tools of our trade? And, now I come to think about it, we have no transport. I think it would probably be advisable for you to detail one of your warriors to carry these chests for us.’
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THE SQUAT ORC warrior, Imhullu, peered over the weathered edge of the tor.


‘Bandit country,’ Imhullu opinioned. ‘Thick as fleas down there, they’ll be. And we’ve got to get those two little rats through it in one piece?’


Ashnak of the fighting Agaku leaned his back against a sun-hot crag, ripping the flesh from a still-twitching rabbit. The warm blood soothed his throat wonderfully. He wiped the back of his hand across his tusked mouth. ‘I asked for my war-band with me. The request was not granted.’


‘Oh, well …’


No further reference was made to the nameless necromancer. Ashnak crunched the rabbit’s bones and then, careful not to skyline himself, took off his helmet and looked over the edge of the tor. His long, peaked ears unkinked. Perfectly still, his hide a weathered brownish-grey, he might have been rock himself.


The high crags of the moorland went down to green dales, and tame rivers, and the chimney smoke that spoke of Man’s habitation. Ashnak squinted into the wind. To the south, wrinkled bare mountains rose up. Signs of habitation ceased well before the foothills of those crags.


Turning his head, he made out how the moorland went around in a great curve, a hundred miles and more, all of it villaged, and finally became a distant spur of the mountains. Deceptive soft countryside. He could feel the tension of it from here, waiting for the final accounting.


‘Quicker to go across than round,’ Imhullu said. ‘If I had fifty picked warriors, I wouldn’t think twice about it. By the Dark Lord’s balls, our fighters could do with some raiding! Burn a few homesteads, eat the stinkin’ Men!’


‘Not this close to the Last Battle.’


Squinting, he could from time to time make out Shazgurim scouting. The orc shambled from cover to cover, blending into the rocks wherever she stopped, and finally vanished over a concealing hill and – presumably – down towards the cart-track that was the nearest to a road they had seen for days.


There was no sign of Zarkingu. But then, Ashnak thought, passing a hand wearily over his tough-hided brow, there wouldn’t be, would there? Agaku and sorcery don’t mix, and she’s a magic-sniffer, which makes her crazy as a bedbug, right? Right.


‘You could send one of us with one of the rats cross-country, Captain, and the other round the long way.’


Imhullu’s suggestion clarified his mind. He said, ‘No. We’ll stick together. We’ll run it. Straight across to the mountains. What is it: fifty miles? We may have to carry the halfling scum, but we can do it in less than a night and a day – or we’re not fit to be called Agaku. We’ll move after sunset.’


Night came cloudy. Ashnak breathed a sigh of relief. He roused the three warriors and set them to running. The halflings, reluctant at first, ran nearly at orc-speed when Shazgurim and Imhullu set about them with whips, and for nearly half the night; at which point Ashnak picked up the younger of the two halflings and ran with him tucked under one arm, letting Shazgurim carry the other. With the two chests, that made four loads, and they laughed gutturally towards dawn, practising swapping loads by throwing them between each other without stopping. The warriors only dropped the halflings twice, and neither time was an accident, so Ashnak found it unnecessary to discipline them.


Night-vision showed him fewer and fewer villages, and fewer dogs howled as they passed by. In the cold grey before dawn, when Ashnak was particularly alert, he heard the jingle of horse tack and the shouts of Men.


‘It’s the cursed horse riders,’ Imhullu snarled. His feet pounded the earth, beating down the green corn.


Ashnak threw Will Brandiman underarm to Zarkingu who, to his surprise, caught the halfling. ‘Race, Agaku! I’ll delay them. You know where we are to meet! Go!’


The dew began to fall on him as he slowed. The noise of their jingling weapons and armour faded, drowned out by the approaching beat of hooves. Ashnak squinted into the grey light, planted his feet firmly in the earth on the far side of a field-ditch, and unslung the pole-axe from his back.


‘Hai!’


With a shout and a horse-scream the first rider cleared the ditch. Ashnak thrust the pole-axe point first, struck home between the horse’s eyes and killed it with that blow. The rider – a Man – flew off somewhere to the side and landed hard. Ashnak was already swinging back to hack at the legs of the second horse.


‘We have him! Here! He’s standing ground!’


Grey shapes appeared to the left and right. Ashnak impaled the second rider as he fell, put his foot on the Man’s chest and ripped the axe free, and swung up into guard position, grinning.


‘Peace!’ he bellowed. ‘I surrender!’


He beamed with what he knew would not be recognized as sheer curiosity. The riders obviously took it for ferocity. When a circle of a dozen surrounded him – and he could have dealt with that number, they were mostly raw levies by the looks of them – he snarled and threw down the axe. It was still a goodly number of minutes before one female Man dismounted and chained his wrists together. After that there were kicks and blows, but orc-hide is thick. He winced, all the same, for the look of the thing.


By the time he had been dragged the mile or so to the nearest village, and imprisoned (of all places) in the local church – it being the only stone building, he concluded – his boredom threshold had been reached. The other three should be well away towards the mountains. Still, there was a chance they might run into their share of trouble, burdened with two troublesome halflings …


Ashnak spat on his hardened hands and began to bend the iron bars on the church door.


A voice became audible on the other side:


‘—have him in here?’


He moved quickly and surprisingly quietly back into the body of the church. There was an altar to one of the smaller gods of Light, which troubled him only a little. There was no sign, he noted, of a stone for sacrifices, or any of the usual religious furniture.


‘So!’ Surrounded by ten or twenty armed warriors, a female Man entered through the doors. Most of her guard were Men, with a few dwarves, and – Ashnak growled – two or three of the elven filth, with bows.


Then he saw her face, and congratulated himself on his curiosity.


‘This is nothing but an orc warrior, master mayor. Why have your villagers bothered me with this?’


And the voice too, Ashnak marvelled. So that’s the way of it, is it? Or is it? Can it be possible?


The village’s mayor, a thin and shabbily dressed man, stuttered, ‘But it’s an orc! An orc! Look at it!’


‘I know an orc when I see one.’


Ashnak hunched further forward to disguise his height, being almost as tall as the Men there. He lurched forward a couple of steps, deliberately looked up into her face and flung his hand across his eyes. He dropped to his knees and banged his head against the stone paving. ‘Master! Nameless! Nameless master!’


There were gasps, exclamations. When her voice spoke again, it was steely.


‘I am not nameless. I am called The Named.’


Ashnak rose up on to hands and knees. It was a handy position from which to assess the arms present – his own weapons having been removed, he would need replacements Then he looked up at the female Man.


‘You are not the nameless?’


The Named said, ‘He is my twin.’


Ashnak studied The Named. He nodded, and got to his feet. ‘You have his face entirely. There must have been something sorcerous in your birth, to bring you male and female so identical from the same womb.’


The woman’s short hair was the colour of buttercups, or clear fat when it is boiled from living bones. Her pale, tilt-eyed face had an almost orcish beauty. He guessed this might make her shunned among her own kind. He showed his back fangs in a grin.


She raised her hand and struck him across the face.


Not braced for it, Ashnak fell to one knee and then toppled over on to the stone floor. The magic of her augmented strength buzzed in his head. He felt his mouth, cutting the hide of his hand on a broken tusk.


‘Lady!’ Ashnak cowered.


‘Yes!’ she said. ‘I am his twin in power, also, but my power is given to the Light.’


On cue, sunlight slanted down from the church windows, shining back unbearably from the woman’s mirror-finish plate armour. The gold Sun embroidered on her surcoat, insignia of the Order of White Mages, left after-images dazzling across his vision. He raised a hand quite genuinely to block the sight.


‘You must understand,’ Ashnak said painfully, slurring his words a little, ‘to a warrior, none of this means much. Wars are wars. Power is power.’


‘That is the Dark’s heresy!’


‘I am a warrior. I am of the fighting Agaku! That is all I know, and all I need to know!’


‘And all you need to know of me is … poor creature: I am merciful.’ She turned on her heel. The rest of them followed her out – elven-filth in their wood green, carrying bows taller than their tall selves; engineer-dwarves with food-stained beards; Man-heroes with the smell of horses about them.


Not looking back as she left, The Named said, ‘Confine him here for judgement, master mayor, until the Last Battle has been fought and won. That will be before this harvest-time, I promise you. Now we must ride. I must be in the city of Sarderis before noon.’


Ashnak suffered the village blacksmith to load him with chains, while he listened with the keen ears of an Agaku for The Named’s party to saddle up and go. The noise of that came as dawn properly lit the sky. Ashnak sighed and breathed out, snapping the chains. He was as tall as a Man, and something on the order of four times as heavy-set. A little greenish blood trickled down from his muscular arms.


He reached out and took the blacksmith’s hammer, smashing the Man’s skull with it; and used that weapon to walk through the village to the armoury and collect himself what staff-weapons and projectiles might prove useful. He met no one capable of stopping him, and no one capable of outrunning him to get a message to the absent forces of Light.


The sky above turned blue and pink, clouds shredding away from the sun. Gold light fell welcome and warm on his hide. Ashnak trod through the dewy grass of the village green, avoiding the fallen bodies, relaxing in the day’s beauty.


He tightened the carrying-straps on his new war-axe, sniffed the air for direction, and began to jog, picking up speed, due south towards his warriors and their cargo.


Will Brandiman carefully stretched the seams of his shirt over the candle flame. Fleas sizzled and popped. He glanced over at Ned, who was scratching furiously at his crotch.


‘I told you she had crabs,’ he observed. Ned snarled.


The wind in the high mountains did not penetrate as far down through the cave system as this cavern. Will could still hear it battering at the living rock. He shuddered. His whip-welts stung, despite copious applications of a salve they possessed far too little of. The grime of sweaty running clung to his skin; his bowels were emptying themselves with dismal irregularity; and suggesting cooked food to the orc warriors seemed the shortest way to an unsung death.


He gave up and shrugged the shirt back over his small, stocky shoulders; and fastened his trunk-hose. Next an arming-doublet, mail pointed to it; then an over-jerkin; and then a furred cloak. The cold of the rock still made him shiver. He cupped his hands over the candle-end.


‘Where are the other two?’ He nodded at Zarkingu’s back. Orcs do not perform acts of magic, they hate and fear it, and for that reason are uncommonly good at sniffing it out. The small orc was cuddled into a heap around the shaft of her warhammer, staring listlessly up the passage.


‘They’re scouting. Doesn’t it make you feel so bloody secure’, Ned said bitterly, ‘knowing they’re guarding us? When they said the contract included an armed escort, this isn’t what I had in mind!’


‘I can smell magic,’ Zarkingu crooned. ‘I can smell magic …’


‘I can smell shit, sweat and orc,’ Ned said with asperity, ‘but do I complain about it?’


Will pulled his woollen cap down firmly on his black curls. He shuffled over to sit beside Ned. The same greasy pack of playing-cards (three of the major arcana missing) gave them a hand each; and an excuse for sitting together. Completely silently, and therefore not suspiciously.


Will moved his left hand rapidly and unobtrusively in the Thieves’ Guild finger-talk.


—Is the fourth one dead? That leaves them without a leader. That makes them dangerous.


Ned frowned at the cards he held, scratching through three layers of cloth at his lice-infested pubic hair. He used the movement to finger:


—They probably plan to kill us anyway when we complete the contract.


—Is she right about magic?


—I think so.


—So we stick to the original plan?


—Whether the other one comes back or not. I don’t trust him. I don’t trust any of the Agaku, they’re too cunning. Ordinary orcs would be a pushover. We counted on it being Men, remember?


Will musingly agreed: ‘Mmmm … Your deal.’ He added in fingerspeech:


—We don’t have long. Four or five days, maximum. And thanks to these knuckleheads, we’re severely under-equipped.


—Courage, brother. We won’t need long. But let’s not tell them that.


‘I wonder if it’s dark or daylight?’ Will played a deuce he had not been dealt. ‘It feels like afternoon. We’ll have to do some scouting of our own, soon.’


A scuffle in the passage attracted his attention. Zarkingu lurched upright. The candle sent her spiked shadow dancing in a sudden draught.


‘Who goes there?’


‘I, Ashnak.’ The big orc shambled into the cavern. Four fresh heads dripped from his belt, hung by the hair. He threw down the other male orc, unconscious, laughing deep in his chest. ‘I found Imhullu unsuspecting – wake up, fool!’


Will huddled unobtrusively into his cloak. The big orc unsnapped the whip from his belt and welted Imhullu across the back and legs until the other orc stirred, muttered something thickly, and then prostrated himself in front of Ashnak, banging his head on the cave floor.


‘Captain!’


‘I’ll captain you, you miserable gut-rotted offspring of an elf!’ Ashnak threw the severed Man-heads to Zarkingu, who cradled them. He strode over the prostrate Imhullu, towards the halflings. Will got to his feet, dusting himself down, and met the orc’s glare with a civil smile.


‘Captain Ashnak. We were afraid you wouldn’t be rejoining us. No trouble, I hope?’


At the passage mouth, Zarkingu whispered, ‘I smell magic, much magic, stinking magic, magic of Light …’


Ashnak coughed gutturally. He reached down and picked Will up by the front of his doublet, nails digging in through heavy wool and mailshirt to cringing flesh. ‘Now we are in these unchancy mountains, halfling, you tell me – what are you here for?’


The mailshirt, riding up under his arms, pinched Will’s skin painfully. He wriggled. Ned Brandiman stood up and tapped the orc’s arm, as high as the halfling could reach.


‘We’re here for the usual,’ Ned said. To steal a hoard from a dragon.’
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THE AIR HAD morning’s clarity in the mountains. Barashkukor looked up at the immensity of the rock; the great range of bare crags that ended, to east and west above him, in rock-walls almost vertical. Mountain stone gleamed grey, silver, ochre and gold in the dawn light. He bared small fangs and snarled at the grandeur.


He shuffled down the parapet above the gate-house, sorting out the straps of his helmet and plated brigandine as he went.


In this sole gap in the mountain range, the isolated crag of Nin-Edin rose up cliff-sided, and the small road through the pass ran around the foot of it, under the walls of its ancient fort.


Barashkukor averted his gaze. He scratched at his balls, missing the sleeping warmth of the fifty bodies in his own orc-nest. He spared a glance back across the ruined motte and bailey of Nin-Edin – the bloody wreckage of the previous day’s Orcball tournament; several dozen orcs around the thinly smoking night’s firepits, sorting out the hunt and rutting in the open air.


‘Here, Barashkukor.’


‘Thanks, Kusaritku.’ He took the wriggling rock-vole the black orc offered, knocked its brains out against his heel, and swallowed it in two gulps without chewing. ‘What news of the night?’


‘Silent as a throat-slit elf.’ Kusaritku passed a small bottle of black spirit.


The air had an unwelcome chill. Barashkukor drank. ‘Who’s the day-watch?’


‘Duranki, Tukurash, Ekurzida. I’ll rouse ’em.’ The black orc grinned. ‘Trust me!’


Barashkukor shambled further down the parapet, staring down the long valley of the pass while he pissed a steaming black jet off the wall.


A voice close at hand shouted, ‘—and I say he will reach it!’


‘Never!’ Marukka’s baritone bellow.


‘You arse-licking elf-lover, he will!’


Barashkukor started, dribbling piss down his leg. Hastily he stuffed himself back in his ripped breeches and came to what might pass for attention. The largest of the black orcs, Azarluhi, strode past him without even a nod, deep in conversation with Marukka. The big female orc held a tiny orc by one leg.


‘Watch!’ she demanded.


She raised her arm above her head and whirled the small orc like a slingshot. Barashkukor ducked as its hands clipped his helmet. At the point of maximum velocity she let go, and the orc shot away in a low arc. A diminishing wail followed it down.


Barashkukor leaned over the parapet.


A puff of dust showed where the small orc first struck the steep slope, then another, then three more like a stone skipping across water. The small body bounced and came to rest on the edge of the road, five hundred feet below.


‘Aw. It did. But only just,’ Marukka grumbled. She leaned over the parapet and yelled at the just-visibly stirring figure: ‘Get back up here, Kazadhuron, you’re on guard duty!’


‘That’s five shillings you owe me,’ the black orc pointed out.


Marukka’s eye fell on Barashkukor with a gaze speculative as to weight and aerodynamics. She grinned at Azarluhi.


‘Wanna make it best out of three?’


In the timeless dark under the mountains, Ashnak squatted alone in a cavern. The light from the amber cube gleamed on his tusked and prick-eared face; shone from his polished vambraces and the rivets of his black armour.


He prodded the cube’s indentations delicately with one claw. A lightning-fork of black light sparked to the cave wall. The rough stone turned black with ice, and a searing cold wind began to blow. The blackness became the dark of the tower. The whiteness of the Throne of Bone gleamed; and a shaft of light shot down and illuminated the seated figure.


The nameless necromancer shaded wide-pupilled green eyes with his hand. He glanced up, painfully, and made a magic sign with long, pale fingers. The shaft of light dimmed somewhat.


‘What news for me, Ashnak, other than that you are arrived in the mountains?’


Ashnak rumbled, clearing his throat. ‘I allowed myself to be taken, for a short time, by the cursed horse riders, and during this time I met one who is called The Named.’


A glacial amusement leaked into the cavern.


‘So you have met my sister. That is well. This concerns her, also. Now attend well to what I say, Ashnak.’


Ashnak heard the background clink of bottle and glass.


‘The dragon Dagurashibanipal is old, and her hoard collected from many strange places and times. I have reason to know that in that hoard there are strange and magical weapons. Hmm.’ The voice took on a thoughtful tone. ‘Halfling bones … too fragile to be truly creative with … no, you need not bring me back the bodies, once you are done. You are to take the weapons to the fortress of Nin-Edin, put them into the hands of the warriors there, and lead them against Guthranc. There you are to kill or take my sister The Named, so that she shall not ride against our Master the Dark Lord on the Last Day. Am I going too fast for you, orc?’


‘We are to fight?’ Ashnak sprang to his feet, a light in his eyes. Joyously he shook and brandished his warhammer. ‘I am to lead a war-band! Master, I thank you!’


‘Not so loud … There must be servants I might have, of more tact and delicacy than orcs – but there again, you have your uses. Hurry to do my bidding, Ashnak.’


The image on the cave wall altered. Ashnak saw factories belching out smoke, the siege-engines of war, the companies marching in from every land to a Lord greater even than the nameless necromancer; the Horde of Darkness gathering, and its numbers hiding the very earth beneath it.


‘Soon, soon, we ride out to the Last Battle. But,’ the soft voice said, ‘my sister The Named must not ride against us. See to it, Ashnak. And be aware that, should you die failing to achieve this, my punishments are not limited by your being dead.’


Will Brandiman walked back out of a carven stone tunnel entrance, slipping between the silver-inlaid oaken doors. Its roof was only halfling-high. He brushed black char from the front of his doublet. A few curls of hair fell, crisped, to the rock floor.


‘All right?’


‘Fine.’ Ned Brandiman, following, pulled the door to behind him, and sheathed a substance-tipped stiletto. ‘Gets ’em every time. Right. Let’s see what we’ve got …’


Zarkingu, a new skull-ornamented standard-pole over her shoulder, sniffed the air with an ecstatic expression on her tusked face.


‘Dragon-magic dies,’ she announced.


The biggest orc rumbled something to Imhullu and Shazgurim, who hefted their jagged war-axes in the narrow cavern and flanked the group. Will held up a small hand.


‘Better let us go first, Captain Ashnak. There’ll be booby-traps, or I don’t know dragons. Even dead dragons. Ned, bring out the detection equipment.’


The older halfling, avoiding Will’s eye, dug into the brass-bound chest and brought out a wire-spring-and-glass contraption. It might even be a trap-detector, Will thought, for all I know. He took it with nerve-twitching care between his two hands, and studied it with deliberation.


Ned rattled his fingers absently on the chest.


—I’ll do the checking for real traps, brother. You just convince them that we’re indispensable because we can work that thing. Whatever it is.


Will took a deep breath and turned back to the carved tunnel entrance. Ned pushed the doors open. A breeze blew out, heavy with the spice-scents of decaying magic. In the light of Ned’s torch, and with the uncannily silent footsteps of four crouching Agaku behind him, he walked down the short tunnel and out into the great cave.


‘Dark Lord’s prick!’ Ashnak swore, straightening up.


Blue light blazed into Will’s eyes, brighter now as the great dragon died. He heard the other orcs exclaim behind him.


Dagurashibanipal’s spiky body lay, a glass mountain, in the centre of the cathedral-sized cavern. He stared at the crystal length of her, camouflage-coloured to the vast heap of silver and adamant upon which she sprawled. Even dead, she towered high as fortress walls. The unnatural yellow light died in the slits of her horn-lidded eyes.


One wing twitched.


Horn and bone slid together under torchlight. Metal sinews stretched, gears and cogs whirred; and Dagurashibanipal’s one prosthetic wing unfurled in a last mechanical reflex. It reared up into the cavern’s heights; curled, split, ribboned, shredded; then fell like a collapsing ship’s sail.


‘Golem …’ Will, eyes wide, stared at flesh and blood, at wire and canvas, and neither moved again. The poisoned dragon’s diamantine corpse stilled. He began a slow circling of the cavern wall beside Ned, paying a deliberate attention to the wire-spring-and-glass device in his hands.


Ned muttered under his breath, ‘It’s only another dragon. Dammit. It’s only another dragon …’


Ashnak of the Agaku marched across to the hoard, kicking silver crowns and diamonds contemptuously aside. ‘This isn’t what we came to find! Are you sure this is the right dragon?’


Will, soberly, said, ‘There is – was – only one Dagurashibanipal, and that is she. Look out!’


Ashnak threw himself flat on the stone floor.


‘Elfshit!’ A claw ripped Imhullu’s face and the squat orc swore, ignored the blood streaming from his eye-socket, and swung the great jagged pole-axe in both hands. Something clashed, impacting against the stone wall. ‘Agaku! Agaku!’


Wings hissed through the blue air. Chittering, their metallic claws outstretched, a flock of tiny dragonet-golem fell from where they roosted in the cavern’s ceiling.


‘Agaku!’ Shazgurim yelled cheerfully, bassinet’s hound-visor down, swinging her axe in a figure-of-eight blur. Gear-cogs and glass eyes sprayed away from her.


‘Last magic! Last magic!’ The smaller female orc waved her hands in the air, attempting to snatch one of the dragonet-golem in flight. Ashnak straight-armed her into the wall, face forwards, spat on his horny hands, and battered the last of the flying machinelets into crumpled horn and hawser.


‘Well warned!’ he chuckled throatily. ‘Good exercise for the Agaku, master halfling. Is there more?’


Will shook his head dumbly.


‘Here!’ Zarkingu hopped from foot to horny foot, wiping the blood from her battered features. ‘Ashnak! Here!’


Will carried the wire-spring-and-glass device carefully over to the entrance of a side-cavern, hands still shaking. ‘Madam Zarkingu, best be wary. Let the experts check it out first. Ned, what do you think?’


‘Mmm … could be fine …’


‘But what is it?’


A vast tunnel stretched out before them, lit by the blue light of dying magic. The sides had been squared off, giving a flat floor and ceiling, and the walls and floor were, for as far as Will could see, lined with metal shelving.


He stared down the ranks of metal shelves. There were stacks of clothing of an odd colour and cut; metal-and-wire devices; chunks of solid but obviously forged metal; and all this piled high out of sight.


Beyond this first one, similar chambers stretched off into the underground distance.


‘Different magic …’ Zarkingu whimpered. ‘But not here – not these.’


‘What’s this?’ The big orc, Ashnak, pushed past her into the first cavern, seizing a big chunk of metal with what looked like a crossbow grip and trigger at one end. He pulled the trigger.


FOOM!


‘Arrrgggh!’ Imhullu roared. Fire and shrapnel ricocheted off the tunnel wall behind him, pitted now with a line of two-inch-deep cavities. The squat orc grabbed at the severed tops of his long, hairless ears.


‘Yaayy-ahh!’ Ashnak lifted the weapon and pulled the trigger again.


DAKKA-DAKKA-DAKKA!


Will ducked. A furnace briefly opened beside the left side of his face. The stone floor hit him between the shoulder-blades. The wire-spring-and-glass device went flying. An ear-splitting sound cracked his skull. Stunned, he hitched himself up on to his elbows, yelling, deafened. ‘No! Stop!’


Flame seared across Will’s vision, bright as the sun at midday; jabbing from the weapon’s muzzle. An explosion shook the air. Splinters of diamond flew from the adamantine corpse of the dragon, ricocheting back from the vast cave walls, whizzing past him with dull whup! sounds.


‘Weapons!’


‘Ashnak! Ashnak!’


‘The nameless was right!’


‘Fighting Agaku! Fighting Agaku!’


On knees and elbows, Will Brandiman worked his way rapidly back across the dry stone floor to where his brother lay under the bottom-most metal shelf nearest the entrance. The halfling’s doublet and trunk hose were thick with dust. He lifted his head slightly as Will pushed in next to him. Orc feet ran past, forward and back, bringing out piles of the metal objects into the main cavern.


‘Are those all weapons, do you think?’


‘I wouldn’t be surprised, Will. I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’


Horny feet pounded past, and then plodded back. Shazgurim swore, dumping what sounded like half a ton of scrap metal in the main cavern.


‘But what kind – sorcerous weapons?’


‘Their magic-sniffer said not.’


The permanent temperature of the caves, chill but not freezing, began to sink into Will’s bones. He rested his head down on his short arms, blocking out the blue-white light. ‘They’re probably going to kill us as soon as they remember we’re here.’


Ned whispered, ‘Can I bring three things to your attention, brother? One: as far as we could make out, Dagurashibanipal sealed up every entrance to this place, apart from that one rat-hole. Two: outside in the chests there is a small amount of the dwarven rock-blasting powder.’


Will lifted his head from his arms. ‘Enough to bring a reasonable chunk of the roof down in that tunnel … What’s the third thing?’


‘And three,’ the elder halfling said quietly, ‘the mad one just said different magic. I don’t believe a dragon as old as Dagurashibanipal would leave this place without a curse on it. And my guess is that it’s probably one that operates better the longer one is actually kept near the hoard.’


‘Mmmm … Yes. Let’s go.’


Sneaking out, keeping in the odd shadows that dying magic casts, Will hugged the cavern wall, edging round towards the tunnel. He passed close by Shazgurim as she lifted a thick metal stick with two stems projecting downwards, one short and straight, the other curved. She pulled the crossbow-type trigger.


DUKKA-DUKKA-DUKKA-DUKKA-DUKKA-FOOM!


The blacksmith-foundry noise ripped at Will’s ears and stomach. He ducked down into shadow. Hot metal sprayed the opposite walls, splinters of stone filled the cavern, and the orcs cheered. Shazgurim threw the weapon down and seized another, which seemed to require the loading of a metal canister into the muzzle.


Will, sneaking past the first abandoned weapon, noted the sigils 7.62 AVTOMAT KALASHNIKOV OBRAZETS 1947G imprinted in the metal.




4


BARASHKUKOR DOZED IN the warm sun, and woke when his helmet fell over his eyes.


He grunted and snarled. ‘Marukka, go away!’


Another rock bounced off the parapet wall. This one hit his pole-axe, where he had propped it against the crenellations. The weapon slid down with a crash. Barashkukor picked it up, scratching between his long, hairless ears.


‘Barashkukor!’ the black orc Kusaritku bawled from further down the wall. ‘What’s all the bleedin’ noise about?’


Barashkukor leaned over the parapet.


Thirty feet below, on the foot-trampled earth outside Nin-Edin’s main gate, two halflings stood looking up at him. Each wore doublet and trunk hose, very ripped and travel-stained. The halfling with black curly hair wore black and grey garments, and a blackened mailshirt, and had a short-sword buckled to his side. The brown-haired halfling had a heavy crossbow slung across his back, a mailcoat, and stood with a foot up on one of a pair of heavy, brass-bound chests.


Barashkukor stared down at their foreshortened figures, his jaw gaping.


The curly-haired halfling shouted, ‘Open! Open in the name of the nameless!’


Forty-three miles away, as sunrise touches the towers of Sarderis, The Named suddenly wakes from sleep with an expression that makes her pale features shocking in their ugliness.


Barashkukor stared down the pass again, between the massive raw-ochre slopes of the mountains. A small plume of dust rose from the road.


‘That’s not our escort …’ He slitted his eyes against the sunlight blasting back from the dry earth. ‘Marukka! You’re not going to believe this, Marukka …’


The female orc leaned her hairy elbows in the gap in the crenellations. ‘What am I not going to … Hey! Those aren’t the warriors we sent out as the halflings’ escort. Dark Lord’s arse! More travellers? I don’t believe it. Turn out the guard!’


Barashkukor tumbled down the steps into the guardroom, knocking an on-going card-game aside, grabbed up a helmet (a size too large) and a spiked mace, and bolted out to the main gate. He peered through the portcullis.


The plume of dust was closer.


Just distinguishable, on a Man-skull ornamented standard, the banner of the nameless fluttered. Barashkukor strained sharp eyes, making out the standard-bearer, and what looked like an immense loaded traverse made by lashing together pine-trunks.


‘You! Here!’


He scurried to lend his weight to the winch that lifted the portcullis. Groaning and sweating, ten orcs at last got it lifted up. Barashkukor sat down with a thud in the dust.


‘They’re coming,’ the largest black orc Azarluhi said, ‘whoever they are.’


Barashkukor heaved himself to his feet, settling the too-large helmet well back on his skull. It crushed his long hairless ears uncomfortably. He unbuckled his brigandine, sweating in the noon heat and smelling like wet dog, and strolled to the gateway. The party was near enough now to make out detail.


‘What …?’


Marukka, beside him, echoed, ‘What the—?’


Nin-Edin’s war-band leader, a hulking orc named Belitseri, elbowed his way to the front of the crowd. Orcs lined the parapet, and massed in the bailey compound, yelling and screaming questions. Belitseri rested an elbow on Barashkukor’s helmet.


‘What’s that?’ he demanded.


‘I dunno!’ Barashkukor stared. The wooden traverse trailed dust back down the pass. What could be seen of its load glittered metallically in the sun. Two orcs, a one-eyed male and a hulking female, pulled it by brute force.


Both were wearing odd round helmets, visorless, with painted designs. He saw they also wore long breeches with the same green-and-brown patterns, but – never before seen – worn tucked into Man-boots.


The standard-bearer wore the same loose belted green-and-brown breeches, but with a similar jerkin from which the sleeves had been ripped off. One of the patterned sleeves had been used to tie up her purple hair in a horse-tail. The other sleeve hung from the nameless standard. Bulky metal ornaments hung at her belt and on bandoliers across her breasts. At thirty yards he could see the brightness of her eyes and the flecks of foam around her fangs.


Barashkukor, gaping, fixed his eyes on the largest orc: surely the leader. This one wore black-and-white patterned breeches tucked into heavy black boots that laced halfway up his muscular calves. The breeches had at least a dozen exterior pockets. Metal objects like fruits dangled from his belt and the straps that crossed his chest. Something very bulky and metallic hung across his back. One of his fangs was broken off short; he wore a strip of scarlet cloth tied around his forehead; and he was chewing a thick black roll of halfling pipe-weed, unlit.


‘Erm …’ Barashkukor stared. ‘Those are Agaku.’


None of the four Agaku slowed their pace at the gateway. Barashkukor, caught in the crowd of speculating garrison orcs, elbowed back out of the way of the traverse. Leader, standard-bearer and burden-carriers walked through the gate with a peculiar, rhythmic stride.


By that time the whole garrison crowded the compound and the walls surrounding it, staring and jabbering, calling questions, laughing, throwing small rocks. Barashkukor gripped his mace fervently and used it to make him a place in the front rank of the crowd.


The largest Agaku held up a horny hand. ‘Halt!’


Instantly the other three Agaku stopped, slamming their booted feet down on to the earth. Something in Barashkukor began to fizz excitedly. He stood up on his toes to watch.


The big Agaku strolled over to stand beside the standard-bearer. His gaze swept the garrison, the orcs clinging to parapet and ruined buildings. He spat the unlit pipe-weed out on to the ground.


‘Now listen up!’


Barashkukor’s ears rang. He shook his head, and just managed to grab his helmet as it fell off. The big Agaku surveyed the assembly with an expression of utter disdain.


‘Do you know what you are?’ His words bounced back from the heat-stricken walls. The orcs – by now several hundred strong – fell silent out of curiosity.


‘I’ll tell you what you are. You’re scum! Call yourselves soldiers? You’re the lowest form of life there is – scum who think they’re soldiers. I’m here to tell you that you’re wrong.’


Orcs to either side of Barashkukor began to rumble, tempers rising. Marukka’s eyes flashed yellow.


‘Who the hell are you?’ a voice bawled from the back of the crowd.


The big Agaku grinned, showing more than one broken fang. ‘Who am I? Perhaps you’d like us to introduce ourselves?’


‘Yeah!’ Marukka challenged. ‘Who are you?’


The big Agaku strolled over until he was looming head-and-shoulders over the orange-haired orc. His voice carrying in the sudden silence, he said, ‘That, with the standard, is Marine First Class Zarkingu. You, soldier, are not fit to wipe her arse, lowly though she is. Over there is Corporal Shazgurim, and beside her Corporal Imhullu. You are not fit to even think about wiping their arses. And I, soldier, am Gunnery Sergeant Ashnak, and you are not fit to even breathe in my presence, do you understand me?’


‘Wh’ …’ The strange words bemused Marukka.


Barashkukor looked up at Ashnak, eyes shining.


Beside him, Marukka shook herself and narrowed her eyes. ‘Why you shit-faced—’


Ashnak’s fist went up, came down on Marukka’s head, and the orc fell to her knees, pole-axed. A gasp went through the crowd. Growls and snarls sounded in the noon heat. A few dozen of the garrison orcs began to edge forward with drawn knives.


The big Agaku turned his back and strolled across to the makeshift traverse, at which point he barked: ‘’TenHUT!’


The two corporals and the marine first class slammed their heels together, bulging arms hanging at their sides, beetle-browed eyes facing ahead, narrowed against the light Ashnak lifted his head and looked round the garrison again.


‘I’m here to make you balls of shit into soldiers,’ he announced. ‘You sure as fuck won’t ever make the rank of corporal. I doubt I’ll see any MFCs. You’re not the Agaku, but by the time I’m finished, I’ll make you dumb grunts into Orc Marines!’


Jeers and yells echoed off the sides of the mountain pass. The garrison orcs leaped up and down, chanting, foaming at the mouths. Barashkukor fought to keep his balance.


Gunnery Sergeant Ashnak swung the heavy piece of metal off his shoulder, did something to it with his horny hands that made it click and slam, and lifted it to his shoulder. Barashkukor glimpsed something that looked like a crossbow trigger-grip, and flung himself face-down on the earth.


A loud explosion split the air, and a whoosh of heat scalded the compound. Barashkukor lifted his head as a loud whumph! sounded. Metal fragments sprayed the crowd of orcs, scything down bodies and slicing limbs from torsos.


The chain of the portcullis flailed, cut cleanly in two. Three masonry blocks fell out of the gatehouse wall. The portcullis itself, falling free, buried its spikes eighteen inches deep in the earth under the gateway, impaling three small orcs.


Silence.


Barashkukor slowly dared to breathe.


‘I’m here to make you into marines!’ Ashnak bawled. ‘And you’re going to stay here until you are marines! Now get in ranks.’


A minute’s furious shoving put Barashkukor in the front of the war-band as it straggled into an approximation of rank and file. Excitement burned in his breast. He put on his over-large helmet and pushed it down level with his eyes, sloped his mace across his shoulder, and drew himself up as straight as he could. The gunnery sergeant strolled up to one end of the ranks, and then back down, and heaved a deep sigh.


‘Standatt – ease!’ he barked. The three Agaku relaxed their erect posture slightly. Some of the garrison orcs copied them. Ashnak spun round. ‘Not you! You’ll stand at attention until I tell you different. Attennn–shun!’


Barashkukor thumped his bare heels down into the dirt. The big Agaku caught his eye for a moment, and Barashkukor straightened still further. Ashnak nodded slightly.


‘Now listen up!’ Ashnak strolled back to the centre of the compound. ‘You scum can consider yourselves in training for a mission for the nameless. And since it’s an emergency mission, that means emergency training, and that means it carries on, day and night, night and day, until you get it right. Right, marines?’


‘Erm …’


‘… well …’


Ashnak shouldered his metal weapon threateningly. ‘Now listen to me, you … you … halflings! You’re talking to an officer! From now on, the first word and the last word out of your mouths is gonna be sir, you got that?’


Barashkukor led the ragged reply:


‘Sir, yes, sir!’


Ashnak scowled and bellowed, ‘Can’t hear you!’


Four hundred orc voices bellowed: ‘SIR, YES, SIR!’


‘That’s better. That’s better, you halflings, I can almost hear you.’ Ashnak fished in his pockets for another roll of pipe-weed and jammed it into the corner of his broken-tusked mouth. ‘Now let me hear you say what you are. You’re not garrison orcs. You’re not whatever poxy tribe littered you. You’re marines. That flag on the standard is your flag, if you’re ever worthy of it. Marines are the best. Marines are killing machines. What are you?’


Barashkukor straightened his slouching spine until he thought it would crack. The strange words the big Agaku used were becoming instantly familiar, almost part of his own tongue. No magic-sniffer, he nonetheless felt by orc-instinct that presence of sorcery, geas or curse. But if the marine first class (Magic-Disposal) wasn’t complaining … He fixed his gaze directly ahead and sang out: ‘We are Marines!’


His voice was almost lost in the full-throated chorus.


Ashnak, grinning, snarled, ‘Can’t hear you! What are you?’


‘SIR, MARINES, SIR!’


Will put his feet up on the brass-bound chests, rocking to the movement of the ox-cart. He drank deeply from the ale bottle and passed it up to his brother, returning to the chickens, half-side of pork, flitch of bacon and four dozen small loaves that the cart had also been carrying.


The quiet farmland slid past them. The ox lowed from time to time, missing its former mistress, but Ned Brandiman flicked it with a carter’s whip from time to time, ensuring co-operation.


‘I tell you one thing I want,’ Ned said through a mouthful of bread and bacon, ‘I want an easier way to carry our equipment!’


Will scratched under the arms of his ripped doublet, by practice avoiding both the mail shirt and his store of poisoned needles. ‘I’ll be happy to stick to city thefts.’


‘Brother, you’re a fool. Name me a city that isn’t going to be sieged and sacked when the war comes.’


‘Ha! Name me one that won’t grow up like a weed, twice as hardy, afterwards. Merchants never fail to fatten on wars. Even on the Last Battle.’


Evening’s golden light shone on the growing fields. No poppies yet to bloody the green corn. Smoke began to curl up from the chimneys of distant towns. Will shifted round, tugging at the crotch of his tattered trunk hose, and staring whimsically back at the mountains.


‘Do you think the orc garrison will have worked it out yet – that we fooled them into giving us an armed escort to the edge of the wilderness?’


‘And transporting our baggage too? Call it part-payment from our nameless employer.’ Ned Brandiman reached back. Will placed a cold partridge in the outstretched small hand. His brother added, ‘So far all we’ve had for our work is whippings, beatings, poverty and—’


‘—and is it worth attempting to collect payment from an evil wizard, when his guards are dead or worse, and at any rate trapped under a mountain, and what we set out to thieve is still down there with them?’ Will paused.


The ox-cart trundled on down roads that became steadily better paved as they came closer to the city of Sarderis.


Will Brandiman bit into the chicken and ripped a wing free. He answered himself thickly, ‘Yes. It’s worth it. Not our payment – our revenge. What was it you overheard, brother? The nameless has a sister who is called The Named, and who wears the armour of Light? I think we should find her, offer our services, and betray what we know to her.’


The vulture lets the wind feather its wings, rising on a hot thermal. The mountains lie below it like wrinkled grey flesh. Its central vision focuses on the parasites that crawl on that skin. A numerous hive of them, cupped in the fort’s stone claws …


Pickings are good now. The tough-hided beasts are cast out from the walls, bloodied and sometimes dead, in increasing numbers. True, it is commonly the little or the sick ones. And, true, there is a surprising lack of pickable rubbish in the compound.


It wheels, wings fingering the sky. Other vultures flock in from the wilderness’s wide skies.


Below, the Orc Marine garrison trains.


Midnight chimed from Sarderis’s city bells. Will Brandiman froze until the harsh clangs ceased. He strained his ears to hear movement from the closed doors that presumably – he and Ned had not been able to case more than the lower floor of the clothier’s shop in daylight – led to bedrooms.


His night-vision adjusted. He watched Ned Brandiman pad along the upper-floor corridor, stop at the first door on the left-hand side, and listen for some moments. Ned signalled:


– No movement.


Ned reached up, tried the latch, and silently opened the door.


– Child’s room. Man-girl asleep.


Will passed him, treading barefoot and silent to the door on the right. Faint sounds came through the wood. He hesitated, signalled Ned to remain still, and padded down to the end of the corridor. Probably the master bedroom …


The latch of its door clicked, horrifically loud.


Will froze, not even daring to look back at his brother. The beamed and low-ceilinged corridor seemed suddenly airless in the summer night’s heat. A scuffling sound came from the room on the right, behind him – someone turning over in bed. But nothing from the room at whose door he stood.


He opened the door, and signalled back, exaggerating the finger-movements in the poor light:


– One Man. One female Man. Both asleep.


Ned nodded, fading back into the little Man-girl’s bedroom. During the day the clothes shop had seemed to have two Man-girls, one seven or eight, the other sixteen or so, almost grown; and a much older Man and female Man: the family living over the shop. In a shop doing reasonably well, but not well enough to afford protective spells.


Will’s nostrils flared. No scent of guard dog. Nothing but the wool-and-herb smell of the clothier’s shop, and the warm odour of sleeping Men. He waited no longer. Eyeing the wooden locker at the foot of the bed, he drew his eight-inch knife and approached the side of the mattress on which the middle-aged Man was sleeping. The man had yellow-tinged grey hair, and liver-spotted hands.


Will clamped his hand over the Man’s mouth, pinching the nostrils shut; sliced the razor-edged hunting knife through the Man’s throat, and then stabbed it up under the ribs into the heart. The body heaved and twitched once, going instantly into shock and then death.


The female Man stirred, rolled a little, and reached out her hand towards the Man.


Will Brandiman got one knee up on to the mattress, heaved his body up on to the Man-sized bed, and lurched over the bleeding body. His left hand flailed down, striking the female Man above the eyes. She grunted. He slid his hand down over her mouth, hooked the knife across her windpipe and pulled it sharply towards him, and still with the same grip lifted the knife and slammed it down between her ribs. The female Man’s throat bubbled. Her body relaxed.


Weak and shaking, he slid down off the bed. Blood soaked the sheets and mattress, dripping down to the floor. It would soak through the plaster and drip through the ceiling to the shop, he guessed; but that would only be discovered later. Tonight there would be no nosy neighbours – not unless anything disturbed the silence.


Will trod stickily across the bedroom floor and looked down the corridor. Ned Brandiman stepped out of the small Man-girl’s bedroom. He held his knife, and the front of his doublet and trunk hose were stained red. He pointed across to the remaining closed bedroom door, and cupped his hand to his ears.


– Eldest daughter, Will signalled.


He walked down the corridor. A plank gave under his heel. Caught unprepared, he had shifted his weight before he realized; and the wood groaned. He froze.


Ned Brandiman pressed his back to the corridor wall, a foot to the side of the right-hand door. Will crossed swiftly to the far side. Inside the room, flint scraped, and a lantern spluttered. He heard footsteps move – cross the room – a chair-leg scraped. Nothing more.


Somewhere a city clock chimed a quarter past the hour.


Will flexed his shaking hands. The blood dried and flaked off, itching. He pressed his back against the wall, listening until his head felt as though it would burst. The faintest whisking sound might have been pages turning.


– We have to get her out of there.


Will nodded, and signalled back:


– Get her to the open door. Then we can take her.


He let his chin rest down on his chest for a moment, and then raised his head. The starlight shone in through the bedroom’s open door opposite, illuminating in that room a bed too small for any Man but a child; a bed full of wet darkness.


Will put out his fist and knocked on the door, low down.


‘Lizzey, is that you?’


Knock, knock, knock.


‘Go back to bed. I’ll get Mum and Dad up.’


Knock, knock.


‘Go back to bed, Lizzey.’


Knock, knock, knock, knock.


‘Lizzey, go away. I’ll get Mum and Dad up, and they’ll give you a hiding.’


Will knocked again, low down on the door. Behind the closed door he heard a chair scrape on floorboards.


‘All right, Lizzey, you just wait—’


The latch lifted and the door opened.


‘Lizzey?’


The yellow-haired young female Man frowned, caught stooping over to the height of a child. Ned brought his hunting knife up double-handed, slashing across her throat; and buried it in the back of her neck as she pitched forward on to her hands and knees, and slowly slumped on to her side.


Will stabbed up under the ribs and into the heart. The girl’s throat gurgled. He straightened up.


Less careful of noise now, Will Brandiman walked through the corridor towards the master bedroom. A faint lamplight streamed out of the older daughter’s room, shining on the sprawled dead body. It gave enough light for him to see the lock on the chest.


‘Damn.’ Ned swapped lock-picks. ‘Damn.’


‘Easy …’ Will put a hand on his brother’s arm. ‘Take it slow. There’s no hurry now. It won’t be light for another three hours.’


The lid gave, opening with a creak that made him flinch by reflex. Will stared into the empty chest. He grunted, smiling slightly; reached down and pulled the false bottom out. The distant lamplight glinted on coin – mostly silver, a few copper bits, and a very few pieces of gold.


‘Just that?’ Ned complained.


‘Sarderis is a city. There are such things as banks. This will be today’s takings, nothing more.’ Will sifted the money between his stained palms, taking the heft of the cold metal. ‘It’s still what we said it would be: the easiest way to replenish our funds. Anything more profitable would be harder and take more planning.’


Ned Brandiman, counting, grunted.


Will padded back to the eldest daughter’s room. The corridor stank of excrement. He stepped over the body. Something about the unintended eroticism of the way her limbs sprawled reminded him of another female Man, a long time ago, also dead. There was a jug and a basin in the room, in which he washed his face and hands, and sponged down as much of his doublet and trunk-hose as seemed feasible.


‘One thousand and seven silver shillings, twelve copper pennies, nine gold pounds,’ Ned announced. ‘Fifty-nine pounds eight shillings total. It’ll buy us new clothes, and a pony and harness, and maybe replace some of the equipment …’


‘And make us fitly dressed visitors to The Named,’ Will said.


The smell of blood hung heavily in the air, as sweet and rich as a butcher’s slaughterhouse. His gut rumbled. There is nothing a halfling likes so much as a good meal. He had eaten Man, when times were difficult, and found it more or less palatable, but not when raw.


‘Mmm.’ Will raised his eyebrows. ‘See if the fire’s banked in, will you, brother? If it is, let’s cook some young flesh, it’ll be the tenderest.’


His brother nodded. ‘I’ll go look.’


‘And – before the blood dries – I’ll write somewhat on the walls.’ Will Brandiman surveyed the stained white plaster. ‘Let them think, whoever discovers this, that it was a madman’s act, or done by worshippers of the Dark. Anything to stop them looking for two honest thieves.’


Ned Brandiman chuckled, walking towards the stairs that led down to the shop and the kitchens. ‘I remember the last time we did this – you hacked off the heads and impaled them on the bed posts, to make it look like the work of a maniac, not a thief.’


‘It worked, didn’t it? Four copy-cat killings before the end of that week, if I recall. Covered our tracks nicely.’


Will squatted beside the body of the yellow-haired Man-girl, dipping his fingers in the splashes and gouts of blood. After a while he smiled at his own ingenuity. He wrote:


I AM ARMURED IN RIGHTUSNES AND MY NAME IS CALLED HIDDEN.
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THE BELL HU-1 Iroquois helicopter lurched nose-downwards over the compound of Nin-Edin, skittered in circles, its tail wagging to and fro, and finally planted its skids in the dirt with a crunching thud. Twelve orc marines staggered out of it and weaved away across the compound.


Wind from the rotors blasted grit into Barashkukor’s face as he leaped from the Huey after them, head down, staggered a few yards away from it and fell on to his knees on the earth.


‘Shit!’


On his hands and knees, eyes streaming tears, he proceeded to vomit copiously. Then, lifting his head slightly, he saw that he had thrown up over the (formerly) gleaming toes of a pair of very large combat boots.


‘Corporal Barashkukor!’


‘Yessir! Sorrysir!’ Barashkukor climbed unsteadily to his feet. Ashnak smiled ferociously.


‘What’s the matter with you, Corporal? I’m a reasonable orc. Just tell your old Sarge what the matter is …’


‘Well, Sarge, it’s—’


‘… BEFORE I RIP YOUR LOUSY, SCRAWNY, PUSRIDDEN SKIN OFF, AND NAIL IT TO THE NEAREST WALL!’


Barashkukor, ears drooping, wiped his runny nostrils. His green combat trousers were sagging towards his ankles, and he dragged them up, tightening his web-belt, and shrugged the over-large flak jacket further down his skinny body. He snapped a salute, catching one of his long, hairless ears painfully.


‘Sir, sorry, sir. Beg to report, sir,’ he said, ‘I think we’re going to have a problem with the airborne assault, si—BLLLEGGH!’


Company Sergeant Major Ashnak looked down at the new layer of slime covering the toes of his boots.


‘Sarge, I … that is …’ Barashkukor squeezed his eyes tightly shut. ‘I’ll just fetch a hammer and nails, shall I, Sarge?’


‘CLEAN THAT UP!’


Barashkukor’s ears flattened in the blast of the big orc’s wrath. ‘Sir, yes, sir!’ He fell to his knees and began licking. ‘Sir, what about the Huey, sir?’


The company sergeant major planted both horny fists on his hips, glaring downwards. He spat an unlit roll of pipe-weed a good three yards. The early sun shone on his grenade-loaded webbing and bullet-bandoliers, and lit up the regimental sigils painted on his tusked face. He tugged the peak of his forage cap further down over his beetle-browed eyes.


‘Corporal, get that vomit rocket grounded for good! We’re gonna hafta move out of this position soon. None of you useless bastards can fly the chopper without puking their guts and crashing it – it’s losing me soldiers. Ground it! Frag it! I never want to see the fucking thing again!’
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