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PROLOGUE

	“We shouldn’t have mined this deep,” muttered Dombur, pushing his brass-rimmed goggles up onto his forehead and wiping the dripping mud from his chubby jowls. He shut down his steam-powered rock-blaster drill. “There’s something beyond this wall of rock … something that I have a very bad feeling about.”

	Ambrek—who at the tender age of thirty-eight was far younger than the eighty-seven-year-old foreman Dombur—glared at the older dwarf through his own brass-rimmed goggles. Those were double glazed, with the space between layers of glass laced with a type of phosphorous that provided illumination and allowed the dwarves to see in the inky blackness of the darkest spaces beneath the earth.

	“What’s beyond the wall is mithril!” said Ambrek, his eyes aflame inside the bubbles of the goggles—and not just from the green glow of the phosphorous. “All that other stuff is just superstition. Stop worrying about made-up monsters; there’s nothing but rock and minerals this far down! And do I need to remind you just how valuable those minerals are … and how much gold we’re going to have when we retrieve them from the depths? Now come on, let’s get back to drilling!”

	Like Dombur, Ambrek was covered in dust from pulverizing the rocks with their rock-blasters—steam-powered drills and jackhammers with mithril tips that could smash through any rock or stone. Dombur’s mining company had bought the rights to mine this shaft—which had been abandoned for over a thousand years—from the Dwarven King, Odok-Kram, an ambitious ruler who had overturned a number of laws that had banned the mining of certain ancient shafts. The oldest dwarves, those old hands who had lived past the age of two hundred, had warned the mining companies against tunneling this deep. Their great-great-great grandfathers had passed down tales of terrifying, unnamed things that dwelled in the deepest depths of the earth … but over time these stories had passed from fact to fiction, and were now regarded by most—especially young dwarves like Ambrek—as pure myth and superstition. 

	Even so, over the last few days of drilling and tunneling, the team of miners had started to hear things in the dark; they had begun to feel as if there was a presence in the shadows … A malevolent presence. Aside from the intense heat and the claustrophobic nature of the space, there was something else, something they couldn’t put their fingers on … Something that scared them, and had them waking up from terrifying nightmares in cold sweats. 

	A few of the older hands, like Dombur, had started to get pretty shaken-up, jumping at the slightest noises, and grumbling about stories their great-grandfathers had told them. And ever since the day before last, Dombur and a handful of other older dwarves had started to suggest cutting their losses and abandoning the project altogether. 

	The driving ambition of the younger dwarves like Ambrek, however, pushed them on. Ambrek could smell that mithril was near … he could almost taste it. And he wasn’t about to let any superstitious old-timer prevent him from making his fortune. 

	“We should stop,” muttered Dombur, shaking his head. Through the darkness, Ambrek could see Dombur’s face quite clearly with his phosphorous-enhanced goggles. And there was an unmistakable look of fear on that pudgy, heavily-bearded face. “I don’t want to go on. This was … this was all a mistake, Ambrek. We should just stop and go home.”

	“No,” snarled Ambrek, driven by the potency of his greed. 

	While Ambrek was younger than Dombur, his father owned the mining company, and this gave the younger dwarf the kind of authority that would usually be reserved for senior dwarves. Whatever he said was what the others had to follow. 

	“Put your goggles back on, and turn your rock-blaster back on,” he said coldly to Dombur. “Now.”

	Dombur winced and slowly shook his head, but he knew he had no choice. He pulled his goggles back down over his eyes, and was about to start up his rock-blaster, when a strange, unearthly sound echoed through the tunnel. It was like a scream, a howl, a shriek and a roar all rolled into one … and it scared the heck out of the miners. 

	“What the hell was that?” yelled one of the older dwarves from the back. 

	“Nothing!” roared Ambrek. “It was nothing! Now turn on your rock-blasters and go!”

	Before fear and panic could gain momentum, Ambrek turned his own rock-blaster on and gritted his teeth as he started jackhammering the wall of rock in front of him. Bits of rock and stone flew out in clouds of debris as the steam-powered rock-blaster tore through the earth. Reluctantly, the other miners also started up their tools and began pulverizing the rock, tunneling deeper and deeper into the ground. 

	The heat was beginning to become unbearable now; all of them were drenched with sweat, and the air itself felt as if it was becoming difficult to breathe in. There was a strange smell that seemed to permeate the atmosphere as well … sulfurous. And the scent of smoke, and fire. 

	Inside his chest, Dombur’s heart was pounding. Not from exertion, but from a deep, debilitating fear. He couldn’t explain it, but it was getting more and more intense, to the point where it felt as if it would paralyze him completely. Panting and gasping and shaking, he dropped his rock-blaster onto the dirt. 

	“I can’t … go on,” he gasped. “We have to … stop … this is … a mistake.”

	“I said no!” roared Ambrek from the front as he continued to pulverize the rock wall. “We aren’t going to—”

	Suddenly a sheet of rock gave way in front of him, and Ambrek disappeared with a scream into the thick cloud of smoke that billowed out of the hole. All of the dwarves froze, rooted to the spot with shock. And then, from inside the smoke-belching hole, they heard Ambrek scream again … but this time it was a howl of intense agony. 

	Blood sprayed out of the hole, and then Ambrek’s severed head came hurtling through it. 

	As the head bounced along the rock floor, the other miners watched it roll to a stop in pure shock and terror. 

	“Run,” Dombur managed to gasp through his paralyzing fear. “Run you fools, RUN!”

	As the miners threw down their tools and tried to scramble for the exit, though, the smoke from the hole started to clear, and light blazed into the mining shaft—an evil orange and red glow, the glow of inferno. And then something else emerged from the hole. 

	Dombur stared in sheer horror at the demon as it pulled its body through the gap in the rock. Its skin was scaly and blood-red; its potently-muscular body four times that of a large dwarf, and easily twice the size of a human warrior. Its face was like that of a man’s, but twisted and distorted in proportion, with a huge hinged jaw that opened up like a snake’s, to reveal a long black worm-like tongue, and a mouth full of black, shiny, dagger-sized teeth. On its back were two leathery red wings, like those of a dragon, and on its hands were long, sickle-shaped claws.

	The most terrifying thing about the creature, however, was its eyes: they were pure black, darker than any darkness Dombur had ever witnessed, even in the deepest mining shafts, miles below the surface of the earth. 

	The demon stared at Dombur for a few moments as the other dwarves ran screaming up the shaft. Then, with a terrifying roar, the demon was on him.

	



CHAPTER 1

	It had been fourteen months since the demons had broken through into the Dwarven Realm. Or, rather, since the greed of the dwarves had unleashed the demons from their subterranean prison. During that time, the Dwarven Clans of the Northern Below World had united to fight the scourge of the Demonic Horde, but the war had been going badly; the Dwarves had been beaten back by the seemingly unstoppable might of the demons, who had both numbers and strength on their side. 

	Leading the Alliance of Dwarven Clans in the fight against the Demonic Horde was General Khazum, a battle-scarred dwarf who had fought both above and below ground, against enemies ranging from humans and elves to cave trolls, orcs and goblins. Despite his one hundred and fifty-three years, General Khazum still walked with a ramrod-straight back. And although his long hair and bushy beard were mostly grey, with only a few streaks of black remaining in them, his grey, deep-set eyes still burned with the fire of a much younger warrior, and the thick, knotty muscles of his short limbs were still solid with physical power. 

	He had journeyed from the front lines of the war to meet in the Dwarven capital city of Karak-Drang with one of the Dwarven Alliance’s most senior wrights: Archwright Bomfrey. Bomfrey was Archwright of all the various inventors’ and engineers’ guilds of Karak-Drang, and as such he occupied a position of immense power in dwarven society, in which crafters were given enormous prestige. Indeed, Archwright Bomfrey’s authority was second only to the King’s Council.

	General Khazum had come to the city in such a hurry that he was still wearing his battle armor. Made of heavy steel, augmented in key areas with mithril, it was decorated with bronze and copper-filled etchings. The full suit of plate armor was also enhanced in joint areas—shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips, knees and ankles—with small steam-powered pistons, which added immense power to the general’s swings of his heavy, double-bladed battle-axe, which at the length of five feet was a good foot taller than him. He used gunpowder-based weapons as well, of course, but was at heart an old-school dwarven warrior who preferred to engage his enemies at close quarters with his axe—which, like his armor, was ornate in style. It was covered in bronze-filled etchings of ancient runes, which gave it power, and added a frost bite to the blades that made it doubly effective against demons (as demons had a weakness to ice-enhanced weapons.)

	As he walked into the Council Chamber of the palace, he pulled off his full-face helm and dropped it ominously onto the floor. The clang of the heavy steel helm hitting the floor rang and echoed through the huge hall as Khazum approached the huge marble table, circular in shape, around which King Odok-Kram, Archwright Bomfrey, and other powerful members of the king’s council and the guilds were seated. 

	Khazum bowed before King Odok-Kram, a young king who at the age of ninety still sported a head full of bright ginger hair, and a thick auburn beard without a hint of grey. The king acknowledged General Khazum with a subtle nod. 

	Protocol dictated that Khazum bow before Archwright Bomfrey too, but even though the warrior class was regarded as being below the class of inventors and engineers in dwarven society, Khazum was a proud dwarf and an even prouder warrior, and secretly loathed the engineers who hid in their workshops while he and his men died on the front lines. He fired a quick, cold glare at Bomfrey—who was thin for a dwarf, and fully bald, although the black beard on his jaw was thick, as were his extremely bushy eyebrows, which almost obscured the sight of his small but piercing blue eyes. Then, without bowing to the Archwright, he took a seat at the round table. 

	Bomfrey growled wordlessly at this blatant slight and act of disrespect, but King Odok-Kram held up a hand to silence the archwright before he could say anything; there was no time for petty arguments now. 

	“General Khazum,” said the king. “What word from the battle? Have our forces prevailed?”

	The look on Khazum’s face was both haggard and grim, and he shook his head. 

	“There are too many of them, my lord,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice. “We had to fall back. The citadel of Bra’ack is … lost. The Demon Horde has taken it.” 

	The king’s face fell. He gripped his forehead in his hands, squeezing his temples for a while. Finally, he looked up and spoke, and it seemed that in those few moments he had somehow aged a few years. “Then the vile creatures have taken yet another of our strongholds. They are almost here. Almost at the gates of our capital.” 

	“We can hold them off if they reach the city walls,” said Khazum. “With our cannons, we’ll mow them down, cut them to pieces. They might be tough, but not tough enough to survive cannon shots. I’ve blown a few of those foul beasts to ribbons myself with well-directed volleys.”

	“You said yourself that there are just too many of them, Khazum,” said Archwright Bomfrey, barely able to disguise the contempt in his voice. “And after we exhaust our supply of gunpowder, what then? The Demon Horde has taken our sulfur mines; the gunpowder we have stored here in the city is the last gunpowder we have, and we cannot make any more, not without sulfur. What will we do when our gunpowder runs out?”

	“Then we fight them with crossbows, and once our crossbow bolts run out, with our axes,” growled Khazum defiantly. “And if our axes break, then with our bare hands. We fight these foul creatures until the last dwarf draws breath!” 

	Before Bomfrey could respond, the king shook his head. “You are a brave warrior, General Khazum,” said the king, “and your fighting spirit is noble. But I will not sacrifice what remains of our race for pride. There comes a time when even the bravest and noblest of us must put aside our pride, and do what is right for the good of our people.”

	“Are you suggesting … surrendering to these disgusting creatures, my lord?!” hissed Khazum, the look on his face one of disbelief and revulsion. “Never! I will never submit to the Demon Horde! Now while blood still flows through my veins!”

	“I am not suggesting surrender, Khazum,” said the king. “But we must look at alternative options. It has become clear to me that we cannot win this war. The Demon Horde will win. The only question now is, how many of my people can I save before the demons take this city? And then, how do we take it back from the demons once we have recouped our strength?”

	General Khazum seemed relieved, at least, that surrender was not on the table. It certainly did sound as if the king meant to flee, though, which seemed almost as disgraceful an act as surrendering. Still, he could not think of a good counterpoint at this stage; the king was right: tens of thousands of lives were at stake here. And if the dwarves could retreat to a place of safety before the Demon Horde took the city of Karak-Drang, many of those lives could indeed be saved—even if that meant that Khazum and his warriors had to endure the humiliation of fleeing in the face of the enemy.

	Yet, even if these lives could be saved, he did have a very valid question to ask. “My lord,” asked General Khazum, “where are we going to retreat to? And how could we build the strength to retake our cities from the Demon Horde? It will take many decades, centuries even, before we can assemble an army strong enough to repel the demons.”

	King Odok-Kram smiled cryptically. “There is a way,” he said slowly, “but you may not like it. Still, I have discussed it at length with my council, and we are in agreement that it is the only way.”

	General Khazum’s face crumpled into a dark frown; he did not like the sound of this. “And what way is this, my lord?” 

	“An Alliance.”

	“But we already have an alliance of all the Dwarven Clans of the Below World! What other alliance do you mean to suggest? Surely not…”

	The king nodded. “An alliance between us and Men, Elves, and Beastkin.”

	General Khazum’s face became a stormy mask of wrath and disbelief. “An … alliance … between us and … Men? Elves? Beastkin, even? May I remind you, my lord, that these scars I wear so proudly come from fighting the races you have just mentioned, in wars they started against our kind? Elves? You want me to fight alongside Elves?!” 

	“I know, General Khazum,” said the king. “Believe me, this is not a decision that we have come to lightly. But you know the old saying: ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’. And right now, the threat the Demon Horde represents is not just a threat to us Dwarves. It is a threat to all the races of this world. The demons care about one thing, and one thing only: death. Death and war and destruction. And we know that they will not stop until they have brought death to all living things in this world. It is true that we have had our … disagreements … with other races in the past, especially the Elves … but the threat that the Demon Horde poses to all life is simply too great to let our differences stand between us. We must put aside old grudges and rivalries, and unite. All the races of the living must unite and stand shoulder-to-shoulder against the foulness of the Demon Horde. If we do not, all will eventually fall before them.”

	It seemed as if Archwright Bomfrey had been waiting all this time to make some sort of important point, and it was now that he found the opportunity to do so. “I know that you warriors, with your haughty pride and limited vision and understanding, sneer at such things,” said Bomfrey, staring with a cold glare at Khazum, “but an alliance with the other races is the only way to defeat the Demon Horde.”

	“But—” protested Khazum, before Bomfrey silenced him. 

	“The only way, Khazum,” he said firmly, and the king and other members of the council nodded in silent agreement. “That said, my lords, there is another problem we must face, one that is more urgent than that of how we can convince the lords and kings of Elves, Men and Beastkin to join with us against these monsters.”

	“And what might that problem be?” asked the king. 

	“My lord,” said Bomfrey, taking care to sound modest and deferential, “it is obvious that the Demon Horde is advancing faster than we could ever have imagined. Indeed, their advance is looking unstoppable. Even if we begin evacuation from Karak-Drang this very minute, how long do you think it will take to get all of our people out of the city, through the treacherous tunnels and caverns, and up to the Above World?”

	“It will take some time, and—” began the king. 

	“Too much time, my lord,” said Bomfrey. “The demons will catch up with us; we will be moving slowly, with women and children. They will slaughter us in the tunnels and caverns. Few, if any of us, will make it to the Above World.”

	Bomfrey paused here for effect, to let the gravity of this statement truly settle in. 

	“But the guilds, my lord, have planned for such an eventuality. We have a device which will turn the tide of this war. It will allow the remaining dwarven population to reach the Above World in safety, without us having to lose a single life.”

	The king and his council looked intrigued, and they leaned in closer to listen to Bomfrey as he continued. 

	“And,” said Bomfrey, the light of inspiration now sparkling in his eyes, “it will not only allow the dwarven population to escape without any further loss of life; it will decimate the Demon Horde.” 

	“It will win the war for us?” asked the king, both surprised and intrigued. “Without any further loss of life?” 

	Bomfrey nodded. “It will, my lord. If you allow us to activate it, that is…”

	“What is this device, Archwright Bomfrey?” asked King Odok-Kram.

	“We call it,” said Bomfrey with a mysterious smile, “the Factory Core.”

	



CHAPTER 2 

	“The Factory Core!” exclaimed King Odok-Kram, his eyes widening with surprise. “But that project was forbidden by my father during his reign! Your guilds were supposed to destroy the plans for the Factory Core! It was deemed too dangerous, too unpredictable. You knew this, yet you pursued it anyway?”

	Archwright Bomfrey’s jaw tightened, and his eyes hardened with defiance, but he nonetheless managed to keep his rising anger in check. “I apologize, my lord,” he said, “but it was a command we could not follow. Yes, the Factory Core project was risky. Immensely so, I admit. But we could not just abandon it. Not with the potential it had.

	“I’m sorry, my king, but we disobeyed your father’s command and continued to work on it in secret. And now, now are you not thankful that we did? The Factory Core, if unleashed, could turn everything around! We can not only save our people from the Demon Horde, we can smash them back into the depths of their Infernal Realm, and seal them back inside there forever!”

	King Odok-Kram’s face was stormy with anger, but he knew that Bomfrey had a point. The Factory Core was the only hope the dwarves had of getting out of the Below World, out of their under-mountain cities, into the Above World, without being slaughtered by the demon armies. 

	“I cannot believe that you have done this,” growled the king, “that you and your guilds so flagrantly disobeyed my father. But you are right. As a boy, I was told about the potential of the Factory Core. And yes, my father was worried about what would happen if things went wrong with it, but he was also in awe of its power.”

	“Well I have never been informed of the existence of such a thing!” boomed General Khazum. “What on earth is this ‘Factory Core’? What evil wizardry have you inventors been dabbling in now?!”

	“It is no evil wizardry, warrior,” rumbled Bomfrey. “It is the most advanced technology our workshops have ever produced.” 

	“There is magic involved, though,” said King Odok-Kram. “I know enough about the Factory Core project to know that.” 

	“We have used powerful runes, yes,” admitted Bomfrey, “but no evil magic. There is no necromancy, no black sorcery, no—”

	“Ah!” shouted Khazum triumphantly. “So you admit that you have used magic!” 

	“Be silent, General,” warned the king. “Now is not the time to argue about such things.”

	“I apologize, my lord,” muttered Khazum reluctantly, curling his thick, scarred hands into fists. 

	“We have also used soul gems,” said Bomfrey softly, almost guiltily. 

	“Soul gems!” yelled General Khazum, jumping up from the table and slamming one of his fists onto it with such force that a thudding boom echoed through the whole council chamber. “That’s almost necromancy right there! And necromancy is punishable by death!” 

	“But it isn’t necromancy,” said Bomfrey calmly. “Not when we are using soul gems taken as booty from war. Booty that your army took from the last war against the Goblins, General Khazum. The Goblins trapped the souls in the gems, not us. And in the most potent of these soul gems are souls of great heroes; heroes of the races of Dwarf, Elf, Beastkin and Man.” 

	“He is right, Khazum,” said the king. “It is not necromancy if they did not kill and capture the souls themselves. And it was your army that gathered these gems as plunder of war, among other booty that you took from the Goblin King when his castle fell to your forces.”

	General Khazum could not deny this, so he simply scowled and grumbled under his breath.

	“Using these soul gems, and the most powerful ancient runes,” said Bomfrey, smiling smugly now, “along with the best minds of our engineers and inventors,” he continued, “we have created a weapon so powerful that not even the Demon Hordes can stand against it. This is the Factory Core. It is a mobile factory, one that can produce items without workers, by using its own machinery. And it can grow, by building more machinery inside itself, and adding parts to itself. And the most potent factor, its most important strength, is that it is, courtesy of the soul gems … alive. Aware. Capable of not only observation, but of learning, understanding, and adaptation.”

	“Alive?” asked Kazum skeptically. “Capable of learning? But it is an object, a factory!”

	“Not when imbued with soul gems,” countered Bomfrey. “Then the souls of the ancient heroes become one with the Factory Core, making it an organism. A superorganism, with the powers of many minds and many lives all melded into one mind, one life … with power and intelligence that will be immense.”

	“It was exactly this power that my father feared,” said King Odok-Kram gravely. “If we lost control of the Factory Core, and it turns against us…”

	“We have no choice but to deploy it,” said Bomfrey quickly. “Yes, perhaps there are risks … but the Demon Horde is closing around us like a fist. They will crush us, they will exterminate us. We cannot run, we cannot hold them off much longer. You all know this! There is no time left. We either activate the Factory Core, or we all die. That, my lord, is the only choice we have. The Factory Core, or death for us. And then for all things in the Above World too, when the demons make their way to the surface. You must allow us to activate the Factory Core my lord … you must. There is no other way.” 

	For a few tense moments, there was nothing but silence in the hall, and everyone waited in suspense for King Odok-Kram to make his decision. He stared for a while at the table, and it was obvious that a million thoughts were running through his head. Finally, he looked up, his expression severe and his eyes stony. 

	“You have my permission,” he said softly, “to activate the Factory Core.”

	



CHAPTER 3

	Archwright Bomfrey radiated an air of triumph as he entered the castle-like Head Workshop, followed by other prominent members of the various inventors’ and engineers’ guilds—and General Khazum and a few other dwarven military commanders, who scowled and muttered under their breath as they entered the unfamiliar halls of the workshops. 

	The Head Workshop was like a labyrinth; full of copper pipes of all diameters running in complex mazes along the walls and ceilings, with passages leading off down spiral staircases or up to higher levels, via steam-powered elevators. 

	Smoke bellowed out from massive chimneys that stuck out of the Head Workshop like porcupine quills; unlike the smaller steam-powered motors, like those in the miners’ rock-blasters, or General Khazum’s exquisite suit of armor, which ran on steam generated by tiny, energy-infused crystals that could heat water to boiling point in a matter of seconds, the vast steam engines that drove the many complex devices of the Head Workshop were primarily powered by coal. 

	The smoke that gushed out of the hundreds of chimneys traveled up through a system of vents carved into the bodies of the mountains under which the Below World was located; this was how this particular mountain range had gotten its name; the Smoky Mountains, as Men and Elves called them. From afar, the vast, jagged mountain range looked as if it was permanently shrouded in storm clouds. But when one got closer, one could see that the darkness was actually smoke from the ceaseless coal fires that the Dwarven Clans burned deep in the belly of the mountains. 

	Everywhere in the Head Workshop there was copper, brass, bronze and steel, as well as ornately-carved wood. Wood was a rarity underground, as it had to be brought in from the Above World at great cost. Only the wealthiest places could afford wood fittings down here, and as they were some of the most prominent members of dwarven society, the inventors and engineers had plenty of it. 

	General Khazum and his subordinates acted as if they weren’t impressed, but the sight of so much varnished oak, teak, mahogany and ironwood gleaming in the light of the arc-light bulbs that illuminated this place had the military men secretly writhing with envy. 

	Bomfrey led the delegation through the maze-like corridors at a brisk pace; this was a moment for which he had been waiting for decades, and he did not want to delay the activation of the Factory Core any longer than he had to. As they entered the chamber which housed the Factory Core—a huge, dark vault hidden deep in the bowels of the Head Workshop—Bomfrey whispered a silent prayer of thanks to the God of the Forge, the Dwarves’ head deity. 

	He waited until everyone was in the massive vault—with its arched ceilings which were over fifty feet high, and its walls which were crisscrossed with an array of copper pipes—but did not turn on the lights just yet, keeping them all in suspense in the gloom for a while longer. 

	“Engineers, inventors, and … warriors,” said Archwright Bomfrey as soon as they were all assembled in the vault. “This is the moment we turn the tide of this war. This is the moment we take the first step toward taking back what the Demon Horde has taken from us. This is the first step we take toward reclaiming the citadels, mines and cities already lost to the demons. This is the moment we change everything!” 

	The engineers and inventors cheered, but the warriors were less enthusiastic. Still, they too realized that this was their last hope, and that conventional weapons could not win the war against the infernal horde. 

	“I have waited for this moment for many years,” continued Archwright Bomfrey. “For most of my life, in fact…” As he said this, his eyes began to gleam with a strange light, a glow that seemed to be coming dangerously close to all-out madness, as if he was possessed. “The souls of the heroes from past Ages imprisoned in these soul gems,” he continued, pulling the small leather bag that contained the soul gems from inside his robe, and holding it aloft, “will power the greatest weapon the Below World has ever seen … and, likely, the Above World too. Nothing in the histories of Men, Elves, Beastkin, Orcs, Goblins, Trolls or any other races can compare to this. The Factory Core.”

	A suspense-filled hush fell on the gathered dwarves as Archwright Bomfrey opened the drawstring of the leather bag, and reached inside to pull out the soul gems. To the heads of the guilds, who gathered around him in a circle, he gave one soul gem each. And then, when General Khazum finally joined the circle too, Bomfrey handed him a soul gem as well—the smallest one, which contained the soul of a minor Human hero. Khazum took the soul gem with a dark scowl, but even though it was the least of the gems, he could feel its power throbbing like the thumping heart of a great giant in his palm. In the shadowy gloom, the soul gems, which were gemstones of many different colors, glowed like lanterns, throwing their ethereal light onto the dwarves’ faces. 

	“Once we set these soul gems in place, and pour molten gold into the runes, the Factory Core will come alive!” announced Bomfrey. “So, before we give our creation life, let us look upon it.” 

	He clapped his hands, and dwarves who had been waiting for this signal flipped on the arc-light switches, flooding the cavern with bright, almost blinding light. As soon as they did this, gasps of awe and wonder rippled through the group of dwarves as they laid eyes on the Factory Core for the first time. 

	It simply looked like a building at first; a low, square building of dark grey stone, almost like a small military fort, with the front being around twenty feet tall and fifty feet across. There were no windows in this “building”, and only one entrance. At the front there were two great steel-reinforced oaken doors, into which a number of ancient and powerful runes had been carved. 

	“Doesn’t look like much,” grunted General Khazum. 

	“You haven’t seen anything of its true potential yet, Khazum,” countered Bomfrey, his eyes still shining with the glow of near-madness, which was only amplified by the red light radiating from the huge soul gem he held in his hands. The most powerful of the soul gems. “Come, my friends … into the Core!” 

	He strode up to the Factory Core and with great effort pushed open one of the huge oaken doors. The other dwarves followed him, somewhat nervously, into the darkness inside. Another dwarf, carrying a steam-heated pot of molten gold, followed them in as well. The liquid gold would be needed to activate the runes. 

	What they found within was an intricate system of passages, which twisted and turned like the corridors of a maze, making the Factory Core seem far larger than it actually was. Curved stairways led up and spiral staircases led down, while dozens of doors branched off into the obscurity. For anyone who did not know their way around, it wouldn’t take too long to get hopelessly lost in here. 

	All along the walls were intricate, complex networks of copper pipes; clues as to what this “building” really was. And if any of the dwarves walking through it had examined it carefully enough, they would have seen many hinges cut into the stonework, which allowed the walls, floors and ceilings to shift and move. With enough movement and constant repositioning of walls, the ingenious internal structure of the place could turn, essentially, into an infinite labyrinth, in which a hapless adventurer could get lost for days, weeks. Or even permanently. 

	“This is one of the production rooms,” said Bomfrey as he opened one of the many doors and stepped inside. 

	As the others entered the room, they saw a forge, and a great number of mechanical arms powered by steam-driven pistons. There were also a number of assembly tables set up, and a great deal of complex machinery, with an intricate system of pulleys, levers and gears. 

	“The Factory Core can create weapons in here and send them out into the maze to hunt down and destroy enemies who wander in. Or release them out into the world beyond the Core to work as search-and-destroy units.” 

	Even General Khazum and his military cronies were impressed by this. They examined the machinery with quiet awe. 

	“We need to set some of the soul gems in place here,” said Bomfrey. “Obviously, as this is the weapons room, we need the souls of great warriors.” 

	He called forward a few of the inventors and engineers, and they set their soul gems—those of great fighters from a past Age—into various sockets in the machinery that drove the arms and assembly line of this workshop. After that, molten gold was poured into rune carvings on the stone floor. As soon as this was done, the runes glowed with an almost blinding brightness for a few seconds, and the walls of the Core rumbled as unleashed magic coursed through them. Then the soul gems in the sockets began to blaze forth intense light, as the souls of the heroes contained in them began to fuse with the structure of the Factory Core. 

	“It’s working,” murmured Archwright Bomfrey in a hushed, awed voice. “It’s working … the Factory Core is being brought to life.”

	The gears and wheels and pulleys, and the motors that drove them, began to cough and splutter and shudder, and then all of a sudden they roared to life. The dwarves cheered as the machinery began to run.

	After almost two years of utter despair in the face of the Demon Horde invasion, they had finally found hope. At the moment it was just a spark of hope … but it was there, and it was more than they had had for a very long time. 

	“Come!” said Bomfrey, now wildly excited. “We must go and install the rest of the soul gems, and activate the remaining runes.” 

	He led the rest of the dwarves through the Factory Core, right to its heart: the huge steam-powered engine that drove the mechanisms that controlled the entire structure. Along the way they activated other runes, and inserted other minor soul gems into various sockets. When they reached the heart of the Core, though, Bomfrey took out the huge soul gem he had kept until the end. 

	“This is the heart of the Factory Core,” he announced as they all entered the huge engine room, with its impossibly complex machinery and enormous steam-powered motor. “This is where we put the soul of the great Dwarven Emperor Gra’had Akzad. One of the greatest dwarven kings in all of our history. His spirit will lead the Factory Core. Come! I will insert his soul gem, and then we will activate the runes … and then you must all leave, and quickly.

	“I will communicate with the Core, and give it its directives. From then on, it will operate independently, and will take over the defenses of Karak-Drang. After it gains self-awareness, General Khazum, you can start withdrawing your forces from the tunnels. They will no longer be needed to fight the Demon Horde; the Core will take care of that function on its own.”

	“And if it fails?” asked General Khazum. “If the Demon Horde destroys this elaborate machine? Then what?”

	Archwright Bomfrey shrugged. “Then we all die, and our civilization is lost. This Core is our last hope. Our only hope.”

	With that, he inserted the soul gem of Emperor Gra’had Akzad into a socket in the core of the enormous engine, and poured molten gold into the runes that were carved into the sides. Once all the runes had been activated, the engine coughed and spluttered for a moment, and then it abruptly roared to life. 

	“And that’s that,” said Bomfrey. “The Core is … alive. Now leave me, all of you! I must give the Core its directives. The rest of you, prepare to evacuate the city. Hurry! We have wasted enough time already, and the Demon Horde grows ever closer.”

	The other dwarves nodded and hurried out, while Bomfrey stayed behind to communicate with the now-living Factory Core. After some time, he too exited the Core, closing the heavy oaken doors behind him and stumbling out, looking suddenly exhausted. 

	“It is done,” he gasped as one of the guild leaders hurried over to help him stagger away. “It is alive, and now it has a mission.”

	From out of the sides of the Factory Core, gaps opened up in the stone, and huge bronze-plated legs—like those of a gigantic spider—came out, powered by hissing hydraulic steam pistons.

	With a creaking and a whirring of gears from deep within the Factory Core, the spider legs dug themselves into the floor, and then lifted the entire structure up off the ground. All of the dwarves watched, utterly spellbound.

	And then the Factory Core started to walk. 

	



CHAPTER 4

	“Rifle-dwarves, first row!” barked General Khazum as the demons surged up the tunnel, charging screaming along the floor and scuttling along the walls and ceiling like vile insects. “Aim … fire!” 

	The first row of rifle-dwarves, who were kneeling in a tight formation, with their rifle-barreled muskets pressed to their shoulders, fired off a volley at the hissing, wildly-charging demons. The thunderous boom of the volley resounded through the tunnels, and left General Khazum’s ears ringing. But he was used to that, being a veteran of many past battles and wars.  

	He smiled grimly as he watched a dozen demons being flung back or hurled off the walls and ceilings from the force of the musket balls, which were coated in silver. The dwarves had found that silver-coated musket and cannon shot was particularly effective against demons. Far more so than simple lead shot, which could take a good few hits to bring a demon down. However, silver, like gunpowder, was in extremely short supply, and even with this discovery of how effective it made their projectiles, there just wasn’t enough of it to make a difference. The numbers of the enemy troops were simply too large. 

	“First row, clean barrels and reload!” bellowed General Khazum, not allowing the demons any time to recover from the first row’s musket volley. While the first row of dwarven warriors had been taking aim and shooting at the charging mass of demons, the second row had been reloading their muskets in preparation for another volley. Now, as the first row of rifle-dwarves hastily cleaned and reloaded their muskets, the second row shouldered theirs, each rifle-dwarf taking aim at an individual demon. “Second row, aim and … fire!” yelled Khazum. 

	Again, thunder crashed through the tunnel as the rifle-dwarves unleashed another volley, and once more a dozen or so demons were hurled back as the silver-coated musket balls smashed through their bodies … but it was far from enough. Hundreds more came pouring into the tunnel from the fire belching cracks at the end of it, and for every demon that fell, twenty took his place. 

	“One more volley, then we fall back!” roared Khazum as the charging demons got within thirty yards of the rifle-dwarves. “First row, aim … fire!” 

	Another booming volley ripped through the ranks of the demons. Still, no matter how many fell, the momentum of their wild, almost suicidal charge did not falter. 

	“Fall back, behind the cannons!” roared General Khazum, who was manning the cannons behind the rows of rifle-dwarves himself. In his right hand were a number of strings, strings that would simultaneously fire each of the assembled cannons—twelve of them altogether. The cannons were loaded with grapeshot, which, like the musket balls, was coated with silver. The twelve cannons would function like gigantic shotguns, blasting masses of wide-spreading destruction into the ranks of the incoming demons. 

	In quick but disciplined order, the rifle-dwarves retreated, positioning themselves behind the cannons, so that the artillery pieces were between them and the running demons. 

	“Ready your axes!” shouted Khazum. “As soon as they’ve tasted the grapeshot, we charge! No mercy!”

	“No mercy!” roared the rifle-dwarves, who threw down their muskets and pulled their battle-axes off their back as they prepared to engage the demons in hand-to-hand combat. 

	The madly-screaming demons charged en-masse straight at the cannons, howling and shrieking with vicious fury and frenzied aggression. Khazum waited, the strings bunched in his sweaty palms … waited, waited for them to get as close as possible to the barrels of the cannons. He only had this one chance, and he wanted it to cause as much damage to them as possible. 

	Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. Five, four, three, two…

	As the sprinting mass of demons got within two yards of the cannons, Khazum yanked the strings. A sound, as if the planet itself was splitting in half, crashed like a thousand peals of thunder through the tunnel as all twelve cannons fired simultaneously, spitting out fire and mass death for the demons. 

	The first wave was torn to shreds, and the deadly silver-coated grapeshot spewed out by the cannons ripped through the ranks of the Demon Horde with vengeance, blowing their red bodies to smithereens and tearing off legs, arms and heads, and smashing torsos into pulverized meat. 

	The dwarves didn’t allow their enemies even a moment to catch their breath after the shock of having the cannons blasting their deadly grapeshot into them. A mere few seconds after the cannons unleashed their fire and fury into the demons, the dwarves charged out from behind the cannons, roaring battle cries as they began finishing off any survivors of the attack with their battle-axes.

	For the first time since the demons had invaded their world, it seemed as if the dwarves might actually be gaining the upper hand. The dwarven warriors fell among the wounded demons, hacking and hammering with their axes. General Khazum had charged in as well, and was swinging his huge weapon in great whirling arcs around him, possessed with battle fury. As they dispatched the fallen demons, the dwarves roared out cries of revenge for their lost comrades and family members who had fallen to the Demonic Horde. 

	Behind the dwarven cannons was another ally of the dwarves. A new ally.

	The Factory Core sat in silence, observing the battle as it played out. It was able to see through a number of different glass lenses built into both its inner and outer walls, with the sights viewed through these lenses redirected—via a complex system of mirrors in brass pipes—into the central engine: the heart of the Core. 

	The Factory Core had already made notes about the effectiveness of silver-coated weapons, and the general efficiency of the dwarves’ gunpowder-based weapons. With the minds and souls of so many heroes of past Ages now fused into its structure, the Core was able to learn and make calculations at a rate that far exceeded that of any single mind of Elf, Dwarf or Man. In fact, it was already experimenting with different formulae to make the dwarves’ gunpowder even more destructive.

	Meanwhile, out in the tunnel, the dwarves were slaughtering the wounded demons, and General Khazum roared out with triumph and raised his battle-axe above his head as it seemed that victory was in sight.

	But then something else came out of the fiery hole in the stone. 

	More red demons scuttled out, and with them came a new adversary: a wraith. The wraith itself was barely noticeable; only the tattered black hooded cloak it wore was fully visible. The rest of it—which, if you could have seen its solid form, would have looked like a withered and rotten husk of a human corpse—was almost imperceptible, and ghostly in appearance … except for its eyes, which glowed intensely, like twin red jewels in the darkness. 

	General Khazum stared in horror at the wraith as it hovered in the air for a few moments. And then the wraith screamed. It was a horrendous sound, like a thousand shrieks of pure terror and hatred and savagery all rolled into one, and the dwarven warriors all dropped their axes, howling, as they tried to cover their ears. 

	The wraith blasted out a spell from its ghostly fingertips: a semi-transparent wave of sickly green energy, which hit the front row of dwarven warriors. The spell caused no physical damage, but the evil magic attacked their minds, and paralyzed them with debilitating fear. This fear was no ordinary fear; it was soul-destroying, freezing terror, which made the formerly brave and potent warriors all but helpless. They abandoned their position and started running like madmen, away from the battle. 

	“No!” roared General Khazum. “Pick up your weapons! We cannot stop now! The battle is almost won! Pick up your weapons and get back to the front, damn you! Pick up your—”

	Before General Khazum could finish yelling out his order, the wraith blasted another spell at the dwarves. This one, however, did harm them physically. In a terrible way. The wraith held up both of its ghostly hands, pointing them at the dwarves, and then torrents of green fire, materialized from the hot air by magic, poured from the creature’s fingers. 

	The rivers of fire, each stream a hundred yards long, tore through the tunnel at a ferocious speed. General Khazum was only just able to dive out of the way, but other dwarven warriors weren’t so quick or lucky. The green flames enveloped their bodies, cooking them in their steel and bronze armor, the heat causing the steam-powered pistons that enhanced their strength to explode. The dwarven warriors caught in the roaring rivers of fire howled in agony as they burned to death. 

	“Retreat!” roared General Khazum hoarsely. “Retreat! The battle is lost, retreat!” 

	As the surviving dwarves fought to make a desperate retreat—all while more demons poured out of the flaming fissure in the rock—the Factory Core quietly observed the scene as it unfolded. While it had been studying the dwarves’ tactics, it had also been studying the demons, and how they behaved on the battlefield. Using the demons’ style and weapons against them, the Factory Core thought, was something that could certainly prove to be quite useful in the clashes that lay ahead. 

	General Khazum led the exhausted soldiers backward through the tunnel in a fighting retreat, and the Factory Core retreated along with them. It was not quite ready to fight the Demon Horde yet … but it would be soon. Very soon.

	



CHAPTER 5

	As Ser Caspian Greenfield walked through the half-deserted streets of Karak-Drang, he had to force himself to keep a stony expression on his face and not smirk smugly. Here, in the capital city of the Dwarves, he felt like a giant instead of a mere man. 

	Ser Greenfield was an envoy from the City of Merador, one of the great city-states of Men. As it was located a mere fifty miles from the Smoky Mountains, it was one of the closest cities of Men to the Below World of the Dwarves, and therefore one of the first Human cities King Odok-Kram had appealed to for help. 

	Men did not love engineering and invention in the same way the Dwarves did, but Men did love gold, and the Dwarves had plenty of that due to their extensive mines. For gold, Men would do just about anything. Including helping their former foes. Ser Greenfield had been sent here as a representative of King Pavanir, ruler of Merador, to negotiate with the Dwarves. 

	Ser Greenfield was, like most Men who occupied positions of power and authority, a warrior first and foremost. Tall for a human, at six foot two, he towered over the dwarves of Karak-Drang. He was in his fifties, but still strong and fast. His sandy blonde hair, which hung about his broad shoulders, was streaked with grey, and his close-cropped beard was peppered with white. A long scar ran across his tall, high-bridged nose and half of his cheek. His deep-set blue eyes glimmered with a keen intelligence, and haughty pride.

	His polished suit of plate armor gleamed as he strode with purpose and focus through the streets of Karak-Drang, and as the dwarven inhabitants of the city came out of their dwellings, shops and workshops to stare at him (many had never seen a human before), he had to do his best not to grin. He felt like a true celebrity down here. 

	Nonetheless, the focus of his diplomatic visit was business, and it was on business that he intended to focus. 

	As he reached King Odok-Kram’s palace, the two dwarven guards manning the gate crossed their long poleaxes in front of Ser Greenfield, blocking his passage. 

	“You cannot carry weapons into the palace, human,” one of them grunted, staring up at Ser Greenfield with contempt and aggression in his gaze. 

	Ser Greenfield remained cool and diplomatic. Smiling thinly at the guard, he nodded and unbuckled his sword belt. He handed it, along with his sheathed longsword and dagger, to the guard. 

	“Now may I pass, good sir?” he asked. 

	The guards did not reply; they simply stared straight ahead and uncrossed their poleaxes, allowing Ser Greenfield to walk through. Inside the grounds of the palace, a dwarven servant was waiting for him, and the servant guided him to the king’s council chambers, where a number of prominent dwarves were seated around the round table. 

	“Long has it been since a Man has seen the inside of this palace,” said King Odok-Kram as Ser Greenfield entered the chamber. 

	While Ser Greenfield was not required to bow before a dwarven king, he decided that in the interests of diplomacy it would be pertinent to swallow his pride and show a little humility—even if it was put-on. So he walked slowly up to the king and got down on one knee before him, and bowed his head. 

	“It is an honor to represent my people and my king here in your magnificent city, King Odok-Kram,” he said. “I hope that my people and yours can come to an understanding that will be … mutually beneficial, your grace.” 

	King Odo-Kram smiled; it was not often that a Man bowed before a Dwarf, and he was enjoying the spectacle. Nonetheless, it was not something he could afford to dwell on; pressing matters were at hand. 

	“Rise Ser Greenfield,” said the king, “and take a seat, please.” 

	Ser Greenfield took a seat at the far end of the table, and the dwarves who were nearest him shifted their chairs away with scowls on their faces; they were not happy about having to ask former enemies for help. Again, Ser Greenfield had to restrain himself from flashing them a smug grin. It felt good to be in a position of power at the bargaining table. Especially when your former enemies would have to grovel before you. Despite his feeling of quiet triumph, though, Ser Greenfield maintained a cool and neutral expression on his face. 

	“Let’s get straight to it, Ser,” said King Odok-Kram. “We need the help of the Men of Merador. The Demon Horde grows stronger, and more of our tunnels, citadels and forts are falling before their relentless attacks every day. We have decided to evacuate the remainder of our people from the Below World, but up on the Above World—”

	“My world, your grace,” said Ser Greenfield with a subtle smile. 

	“Yes, yes, your world,” continued the king, looking irked, “we have no shelter, no place for our women and children and elderly to rest.”

	“And this is why you need the help of Merador and its glorious ruler, King Pavanir.” 

	“That is why, Ser. We know that there is a huge network of ancient crypts beneath Merador. Tell me, Ser Greenfield, what does Merador use those crypts for, right now?”

	“In centuries past,” answered Ser Greenfield, “they were used as catacombs. Tombs for the dead. But no longer. They have been abandoned for over a hundred years.”

	“We dwarves are accustomed to living below the ground; we do not like the sun. We prefer to have a sky of rock and stalactites over our heads instead of a blue dome of ether and clouds. We could not only use Merador’s abandoned crypts for temporary shelter, we could transform them into a space that would prove very useful to you Men once we have left and returned to our home under the Smoky Mountains. There would also be a substantial reward to your king for his permission to do this, which we would pay in bars of solid gold.”

	The thin smile remained on Ser Greenfield’s lips. 

	“You do intend to return here, do you not?” he asked. “It would be a temporary situation, yes?”

	“Do you think we’d want to live like rats in the crypts of your stinking city?” roared General Khazum, losing his temper. “We are only making this shameful offer because we have no choice! And by the Hammer of the Forge God, we’d want to get the hell out of there as fast as we could!”

	“General Khazum,” said King Odok-Kram, “I would appreciate it if you kept your opinions to yourself, for the time being.”

	Ser Greenfield waved a dismissive hand in Khazum’s direction. “I take no offense at your hot-headed general’s outburst, your grace,” he said. “We are perfectly willing to accommodate your people as guests in our crypts.”

	“Guests,” snarled General Khazum, rolling his eyes. The king fired an icy glare at him though, silencing him. 

	“As guests,” continued Ser Greenfield, “for the right price, of course. You do understand that it will take a lot of—”

	“Yes, yes,” said King Odok-Kram impatiently. “We have generous reserves of gold, and we will compensate King Pavanir handsomely for his kindness. I just want to emphasize to you the temporary nature of this situation. We know that relations between Men and Dwarves have been … strained … in the past, and I assure you, we do not wish to add any more fuel to the fire.

	“We only ask this favor of you because of how dire our circumstances are. But what is more, and this is something I am sure King Pavanir will want to know, the threat of the Demon Horde may not be confined only to the Below World for long.”

	Ser Greenfield’s expression finally changed; now traces of worry and uncertainty began to show on his face. “What do you mean, your grace?” he asked.

	Archwright Bomfrey took over here. 

	“Ser, the demons are not simply looking to destroy the world of we Dwarves. They want to destroy everything. Once they have obliterated life from the Below World, they will look for ways to get to the Above World. And once they find passage to it, no life will be safe from them.”

	“My warriors have already observed demons tunneling upwards, using captured rock-blasters from miners they killed,” growled General Khazum. “The world of Men may be safe from the scourge of demons now. But it will not be that way for long.”

	Ser Greenfield was looking increasingly alarmed by what these dwarves were saying. 

	“There is hope, though,” said Archwright Bomfrey. “We have a secret weapon that we are ready to deploy. A weapon that may not simply save our world, but yours too. It will take time to perform its mission, though. And that is why we need your help. Our people cannot stay down here while this weapon battles the Demon Horde. We must make sure our people are safe, above ground, before we let the device loose to fight.” 

	“And why is that?” asked Ser Greenfield, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Why not just use this super-weapon, whatever it might be, and stay down here in your Below World, without asking we Men for assistance?” 

	“Because,” growled General Khazum, before Bomfrey could answer, “there is a chance that this weapon could turn on its creators. And if that happens, our civilization would be as doomed as it would be if we opened the gates of all our cities and invited those cursed demons into them.”

	“What manner of weapon is this?!” asked Ser Greenfield, looking both awed and horrified.

	“It is called the Factory Core,” answered Bomfrey.

	



CHAPTER 6

	“The Factory Core?” murmured Ser Greenfield, looking suddenly confused. “I know you dwarves are inventors of all sorts of outlandish machinery. Is this one of your engineering projects?”

	“It is necromancy,” growled General Khazum with a black look on his face before Bomfrey could answer. 

	Archwright Bomfrey fired a venomous glare at Khazum before turning and speaking to Ser Greenfield. “It is not necromancy,” he said, glaring again at Khazum. “But soul gems have been used in this project, just to be clear. And before you say anything, we did not trap the souls in the gems. General Khazum here, he obtained the soul gems when his army stormed the keep of the Goblin King during the last Goblin War.

	“The soul gems, containing the souls of many great Dwarven, Human and Elvish heroes from the Middle Age, were found in the Goblin King’s treasure vaults, and ‘liberated’ as booty of war. If anyone is to blame for possessing these soul gems, it is not us but the goblins. We are simply using our plunder of war for a more noble purpose.”

	Ser Greenfield narrowed his eyes and frowned as he flickered between Khazum and Bomfrey. It was obvious to him that there was dissension among the dwarves regarding this mysterious weapon, and it seemed strange that their military leader, General Khazum, would be expressing such reservations about the weapon. Usually, Ser Greenfield had found, military leaders were the ones who pushed hardest for the use of new, untested weapons. Something very odd was afoot here. 

	“You still have not explained exactly what this weapon does,” said Ser Greenfield. “Would you care to perhaps tell me in detail exactly what this Factory Core is?”

	Before General Khazum could drop another of his comments, Bomfrey hastily jumped in to explain. “It is a building, of sorts … but also, it is not a building at all.”

	Ser Greenfield raised an eyebrow, looking perplexed. 

	“It is a factory,” continued Bomfrey, clasping his hands together. “One capable of producing all manner of complex weaponry.”

	“A factory?” asked Ser Greenfield with a frown. “Useful for producing weapons, yes, but I do not understand how it can be a weapon itself.”

	“The Factory Core has been imbued with the souls, and minds, of the heroes in those soul gems of which I spoke. Using ancient, powerful runes, we have fused the souls and minds of the heroes with the building itself. For all intents and purposes, the Factory Core is … well, it is alive.”

	Ser Greenfield’s jaw dropped. For a few moments, all he could do was stare in shock at Bomfrey. Finally, after managing to get his thoughts back together, he spoke. “A factory that is alive? By the gods, what dark magic is this?”

	“No, no, it is not black magic, and it is not necromancy,” said Bomfrey hastily. “The Factory Core is not alive in the sense that you and I are, and neither is it a revenant or a demonic being. It has neither a heart, lungs, or blood. Not in the manner of biologically living creatures, that is. Its ‘heart’ is a great engine, powered by steam and coal, its ‘blood’ is oil, and its ‘brain’ is the combined minds and souls of the heroes who are fused to it via the runes and soul gems.

	“Perhaps you Men know little of soul gems, but when a soul is captured into one, what is held in the gem is nothing like a mind. Not like you and I have. It is more the essence of what that person or beast used to be. Most memories are erased, and much of what we would call their personality is wiped out too. Just the most basic elements remain. And it is those elements, of these heroes of a past age, that have fused with our Factory Core to give it life. Or, rather, something resembling life.”

	“I still do not understand completely,” said Ser Greenfield. “How is this not necromancy?”

	“We have not reanimated something that used to be alive, Ser,” said Bomfrey, who was starting to look a little annoyed. “And is that not one of the main tenets of necromancy? Bringing back to life corpses of dead things, or trapping the souls of the living and forcing them to live again in new, monstrous bodies?”

	“That is essentially what necromancy is, yes,” admitted Ser Greenfield. 

	“Well, the Factory Core is not like that at all. It was never a living thing, and we have not resurrected anything, or used the bodies or body parts of anything that used to be living in its construction. It is made of stone, steel, bronze, brass and wood. It does not need to feed on anything to continue to exist, it does not need to drink water or breathe air. And it does not have a sense of good or evil. Also—”

	“And that’s what makes it so dangerous,” muttered General Khazum, interrupting Bomfrey. “This thing has no concept of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. It could just as well decide, after killing all the demons, that we dwarves are its enemy, and turn on us. And after that … who knows, humans? Perhaps it will decide that Men are its enemies, and it will come to your Above World and make war on you.”

	Ser Greenfield looked worried. 

	“The likelihood of that happening,” interjected Bomfrey hastily, “is nearly impossible. Please, Ser, ignore General Khazum’s negativity. He is merely threatened by the fact that my invention is going to do a better job of fighting the Demon Horde than his army ever—”

	General Khazum jumped up and whipped his battle-axe off his back, fury shining in his eyes and his teeth gritted with rage as he brandished the weapon. 

	“My warriors gave their lives and blood to defend this city!” he roared. “If you speak another word of insult against them, I’ll have your head, Bomfrey!” 

	“Sit down Khazum!” bellowed King Odok-Kram, slamming his fist onto the table. “And if you draw a weapon at this table again, I’ll have you hanged from the city walls! You forget your place, General!” 

	General Khazum glared at both the king and Bomfrey for a few tense moments, but then he shoved the axe back into its sheath on his back and sat back down in a huff. 

	“I apologize, my lord,” he said to the king, “for that outburst. Forgive me.”

	“You are forgiven,” said King Odok-Kram, “this time. But do not let your temper get the best of you again. I will not tolerate such behavior. And as for you, Archwright Bomfrey, please, do not insult the warriors who have given their lives to defend us. Your weapon is spectacular, yes, but that does not give you any reason to belittle the fighters who have battled so bravely against the Demon Horde.”

	Bomfrey scowled; he was someone who was not used to—and not fond of—apologizing to anyone, but he realized that the peace needed to be kept here. “Forgive me, my lord,” he said reluctantly. 

	“You are both forgiven,” said the king. “Now please, let us move on. We are wasting valuable time with this senseless bickering.”

	“As I was saying,” said Bomfrey, with a quick and snide sidelong glance at Khazum, “the possibility of the Factory Core turning against us is close to zero. Yes, it has a will of its own, but we must not forget that its will is driven by the souls and minds of great heroes. They were Dwarves, Men and Elves who fought for the Good side during their lives. Why now would they turn to Evil? It would make no sense.”

	“Necromancy is an unpredictable art,” said Ser Greenfield warily. “And in saying that, I am not suggesting that what you have done here is necromancy, but it does involve the use of souls trapped in soul gems. And from what we Men know about such things, the results of tampering with trapped souls can be … unpredictable. Uncertain. That is all I am saying.”

	“I understand your concerns, Ser,” said Bomfrey with a tight-lipped smile, “but as I said, these are the minds and souls of heroes. There is very little possibility that they will turn to a path of evil and destruction.”

	“If you say so,” said Ser Greenfield softly. “Now tell me, how does this weapon actually fight? How will it combat the scourge of demons?”

	“The Factory Core is able to move around the tunnels below these mountains,” answered Bomfrey. “And it is able to observe its surroundings. In recent skirmishes against the demons, we have sent the Factory Core to observe the fighting between our warriors and the demons. It makes notes of the demons’ weaknesses, their tactics, their weaponry—and also which of our tactics are most successful against them. It will use all of this information to manufacture effective weapons to use against the Demonic Horde.”

	Ser Greenfield held up his forefinger to interrupt Bomfrey. 

	“You say it is able to create weapons on its own, I understand this. But who will wield the weapons this Factory Core is going to make? As I understand it, you are evacuating your entire population. So who will remain behind to use what your Factory Core produces?” 

	“The weapons it creates,” said Bomfrey with a strange smile, “will use themselves.” 

	Ser Greenfield cocked his head, looking puzzled. “A sword needs a man to wield it,” he said slowly, “and without a man to swing it, a sword is just a harmless piece of steel. Regardless of how many swords, axes or crossbows your ‘Factory Core’ churns out, they will be useless lumps of metal without warriors to wield them, surely.”

	Bomfrey’s smile broadened as he responded. “The weapons the Factory Core produces,” he said, almost smugly, “will have elements of the Core’s consciousness, if you want to call it that, embedded in them. They will be able to move around on their own … and fight on their own. Well, not entirely on their own. They will be connected to the mind of the Factory Core.

	“Think of it this way: with each weapon the Factory Core manufactures and sends out, there is an invisible thread connecting the mind of the Core to the ‘mind’ of the weapon, like a spiderweb thread. The weapon will be an extension of the Core, but not like a body part. If the weapon is destroyed, the Core will not be harmed. You could, perhaps, picture the Factory Core as a great mother spider, sending out hundreds, even thousands of her babies— the weapons the Core makes—into the world. Her will directs her babies, and they remain connected to her via these web-strands. However, if one of them is killed, the web simply falls away, and no damage is incurred.”

	“What is to stop these weapons getting ideas of their own? Going rogue, as such?” asked Ser Greenfield. “Surely if one of them breaks away from the Core’s mind, the Core’s consciousness, the results could be disastrous?”

	“The Factory Core will retain control over the weapons at all times, we know that much,” said Bomfrey confidently. “The Core can function without them, but they absolutely cannot function without the Core. If one of them becomes ‘detached’ from the Core, so to speak, it will simply ‘die’ and become a useless, inert lump of metal. Whatever the Core builds will always be dependent on the Core for its own survival. Without the Core’s mind, it is nothing.”

	“I see,” said Ser Greenfield, seeming somewhat reassured. 

	“The Factory Core is,” added Bomfrey, “a dangerous weapon, even without producing any other armaments.” 

	“How so?” asked Ser Greenfield. 

	“We spent decades designing it,” answered Archwright Bomfrey. “The finest minds of our brightest engineers and inventors went into its creation. And while its primary function is indeed that of a factory, it also works as a trap. As I said, it looks from the outside like a building, like a dungeon. Any demons who wander into it are in for a terrible surprise, though…”

	“Exactly what sort of surprise are you talking about?” 

	“There is extensive, complex machinery in the Factory Core,” said Bomfrey. “Machinery capable of moving its walls, floors, ceilings, doors and staircases around in an almost infinite number of combinations. Essentially, once anyone or anything enters it, it can turn its inner rooms and passages into a gigantic labyrinth, from which there can be no escape. And in this labyrinth are all manner of treacherous traps. No demon, or any other living thing in fact, that enters the Factory Core will come out alive. Only we, who know its secrets and can read the magic runes, can enter it safely.”

	“Impressive,” remarked Ser Greenfield, genuinely impressed. “Very impressive indeed.”

	“It is a mighty weapon,” said Bomfrey proudly. “One of the mightiest ever built in either the Below or Above World, in fact. Of this I am supremely confident.”

	“When will you send the Factory Core into battle against the Demon Horde?” asked Ser Greenfield. 

	A strange glint sparkled in Bomfrey’s eyes. “We already have, Ser, yes, we already have.”

	



CHAPTER 7

	Grakk’n stared coldly at the dwarf who was stretched on the rack. His black eyes held not an ounce of pity for the broken body of the warrior, and he felt nothing when he perceived the agony in the dwarf’s pleading grimace. He turned to the torturer, a hunch-backed demon with twisted, deformed limbs, and nodded. 

	The torturer grunted, licking his broken lips with his black, worm-like tongue, and cranked the stretching rack up a notch. The dwarf howled in agony as his limbs were almost pulled out of their sockets. 

	“Tell me dwarf,” growled Grakk’n, speaking in his deep, gravelly voice that rumbled with menace, “where the weakest points in the walls of Karak-Drang are, and I’ll give you a merciful death. If you insist on keeping your mouth shut, though, I’ll keep stretching you until you’re as tall as a Man.”

	“N-, never,” gasped the dwarven warrior, defiant despite the agony he was in. 

	Grakk’n cracked a dark, humorless smile, his dagger-like teeth gleaming with stinking spittle in the orange light of the fires that burned in the torture room. 

	“As tall as a man then,” he rumbled. “And after that, we’ll start removing your skin, inch by inch.”

	Grakk’n gave the torturer another nod, and the deformed demon cranked the wheel of the stretching rack again, causing the dwarf to howl out with incredible pain.

	Before they could continue with the interrogation, a demon warrior stormed into the torture room. “Lord Grakk’n,” the demon growled, “our scouts have located something you may be interested in.” 

	Anger flashed across Grakk’n’s face. “Can’t you see I’m busy here, you stupid fool?” he snarled. As a demon commander, he was bigger and more powerful than the regular demons; he towered head and shoulders above this warrior, and his limbs were so thick with muscle that he made the warrior—who himself was far more powerfully-built than even a Northern Berserker Barbarian human warrior—look like a weakling. “Do you want me to rip your stupid head off and use it as a cup to drink your blood?”

	“I apologize for interrupting you, lord,” said the demon warily, “but this is a matter of great importance.”

	“It had better be, fool, or I’ll be dining on your lungs later.”

	“It is, lord. Our scouts have found the new dwarven weapon. The strange moving building that has accompanied them during the last few skirmishes. It appears that they have abandoned the weapon, lord. It is sitting in one of the tunnels, unguarded.”

	Upon hearing this news, a new light gleamed in Grakk’n’s eyes: greed. “We can take it for ourselves,” he rumbled. “And turn it against the Dwarves, and use their own weapon to ensure their complete destruction. Yes…” He turned to the torturer. “Continue interrogating this pathetic creature on your own, and make a note of any information he gives up before he dies. As for me, I must take some strong warriors and investigate this weapon.”

	A few hours later, Grakk’n and a group of some of his strongest warriors were standing in the tunnel in which the Factory Core had been abandoned. Or so it seemed. The tunnel was littered with the corpses of both fallen demons and dwarves. A battle had recently been fought here, and the dwarves had lost the fight, and, apparently, been forced to abandon their strange moving building. 

	Grakk’n stared coolly at the weird construction, looking at it with an intensely analytical gaze. What if this was some sort of trap? He definitely wouldn’t put it past the cunning dwarves to come up with some sort of treachery like that. He spent some time walking all around the massive shape, staring closely at it and examining it in detail with his black eyes. 

	Unlike the average demon warriors, who fought naked and with just their teeth and claws, Grakk’n wore armor and carried a sword, as markers of his position of authority. The armor he wore was only partial armor—a breastplate, greaves on his thighs, shin plates and pauldrons on his shoulders, along with a ragged black loincloth. The armor was shiny and black, like the long, curved sword he wore. Both were made of dragon bones, hardened and blackened in the fiercest fires in the deepest pits of the demons’ infernal realm in the center of the world. Fire-hardened dragon bone like this was incredibly strong; stronger than any steel Men or Dwarves could make. 

	Grakk’n drew his blade. He walked cautiously up to the strange machine, and prodded it with his weapon. Nothing happened. He stepped back, and then took a vicious swing at its side with his dragon bone sword. To have done such a thing with a steel sword would have certainly damaged or even snapped the blade, especially with the power with which Grakk’n was able to swing it. But fire-hardened dragon bone was almost indestructible. The blade clanged against the stone, but neither the sword nor the building sustained any damage. 

	Grakk’n observed this and simply nodded grimly. He walked around the entirety of the building, staring closely at details that others might have missed; he was not only far stronger than the average demon warrior, he was far more intelligent and observant too. Eventually, he walked back to his band of warriors, who were waiting near the entrance of the building. 

	“This thing has been seen moving, hasn’t it?” he growled at one of the warriors, a veteran of one of the skirmishes in which the dwarves had been accompanied by the Factory Core. 

	“Yes, me lord,” rasped the warrior. “I seen it, I did, I seen it wi’ me own eyes, me lord.”

	“How does this structure move?”

	“It’s got legs, me lord,” answered the warrior. “Huge steel legs, like a, a giant spider or something, me lord.”

	“So it gets up and walks with these legs?”

	The demon warrior nodded eagerly. “It does, me lord. Like I said, I seen it. I seen it wi’ me own—”

	The warrior’s eager babbling was swiftly cut off by Grakk’n’s fist smashing across his jaw. The warrior went flying through the air and landed in a crumpled heap a few yards away, groaning and dazed from the vicious punch. 

	“Just answer my questions with nice, short answers, you stupid fool,” snarled Grakk’n. “Next time, it’ll be my sword splitting your thick skull in two.”

	“Y-, yes me l-, lord,” groaned the demon warrior. 

	“Now tell me, you stinking pile of rotting entrails,” growled Grakk’n, “how do the dwarves get this thing to move? I could find no evidence of these so-called spider legs when I examined the building.”

	“I d-, don’t know, me lord,” stammered the demon. “I don’t know how they m-, make it walk. I just seen the legs come out of the sides, I didn’t see the dwarves do nothing to it, it j-, it just seemed to g-, grow the legs out of its sides by itself, me lord.”

	“You’re telling me that this building just moved itself, without the dwarves doing anything to it?”

	“Y-, yes me lord,” answered the demon warrior nervously. “J-, just by itself.”

	“The dwarves played no role at all in making the legs come out of the structure?”

	“N-, no me lord. I saw ‘em. They didn’t do nothin’, me lord. The legs just came out by themselves, and then the whole building s-, stood up, me lord, an’ it walked. By itself, me lord.”

	“I see,” rumbled Grakk’n. 

	Without warning, he drew his sword and beheaded the demon warrior. Black blood spurted from the headless body as the creature’s head—with its ugly face now frozen in an expression of surprise and shock—rolled on the rocky ground and came to rest at Grakk’n’s feet. He stared disinterestedly at the skull for a moment and then kicked it away. 

	“I have no further use for you,” he growled at the dead body, and then trudged over to the rest of his warriors. 

	“We need to take this thing,” he said to them. “It is a powerful weapon, of that I am certain, but I’m not yet sure how it works, or what we can do with it. We need to investigate it further, and figure out how to get it to move.”

	Grakk’n knew that an investigation into the interior of the building would have to be made, but he knew that it would likely be booby-trapped, and he wasn’t stupid enough to go inside himself. Not, at least, until he had sent a few warriors in. Their lives were expendable, and he didn’t care if they lived or died. All he cared about, at this point, was getting this structure to move, and figuring out how to use it as a weapon. And for that, he would need a few guinea pigs.

	He picked five warriors out of the group, and called them over to him. 

	“We are ready to serve you, my lord,” they said, all kneeling in front of him. 

	“Go into that thing and explore it,” he said. “Don’t break anything. Any warrior who breaks or vandalizes anything in there, I’ll rip your guts out and feed them to you, got it?”

	“Understood, my lord,” they all answered. 

	“Good,” he said. “Go inside, make notes of what you see, and when you’ve explored the whole location come back and report your findings to me.”

	“Yes my lord!” they all said. 

	With that, they stood up and marched over to the Factory Core. The first demon forced the front doors of the Core open, and they all vanished into the darkness within it. And then, after the last demon was inside, the door slammed shut behind them … and the building seemed to rumble.

	



CHAPTER 8

	The five demon warriors stormed into the facility with the fire of aggression in their black eyes. They felt no fear, no wariness as they entered the Core; after all, why should they? It was just a building, wasn’t it? 

	The doors of the Core slammed shut behind the five warriors. The rearmost one turned and tried to force the doors open. While it had been easy enough to open them from outside, now that they were inside, the doors wouldn’t budge. 

	“We’re locked in,” growled the demon who was trying to force them open. “Won’t move a damn inch.”

	The foremost demon shrugged. “Forget about it,” he rasped. “We’ll smash it open after we’ve explored this place. Come on, Grakk’n ordered us to investigate this place, so let’s do that. You two at the back, you take the left passage. We three will take the right.”

	The small entrance hall had two passageways, one leading off to the left, and the other off to the right. As the foremost demon had suggested, he took two of the demons and headed down the right passage, while the rearmost two demons headed down the left one. 

	The three demons who wandered down the right passage found themselves in a hallway with a number of doors leading off it. 

	“Try each of the doors,” growled the lead demon. “See if any of them open. I’ll take the right hand side doors. You two try the doors on the left.”

	The other two growled in affirmation, and with that they all set about trying to open the doors. A number of them were locked, it seemed, but after trying half a dozen of them, the first demon finally found one that allowed passage. 

	“Oy!” he yelled to his companions. “This one’s open. Come on, let’s see what’s in here.”

	Just as he pushed that door, however, one of the demons on the other side of the hallway found that one of the doors there was open too. 

	“This one’s also open!” shouted the demon. 

	“Go in and have a look then,” yelled the first one. 

	The second demon and his friend nodded and walked through the doorway, while the first demon entered the door he had opened. 

	He found himself in front of a spiral staircase which led upwards. He took a look over his shoulder at the hallway behind him, and then began walking up the stairs. He expected to come out onto another level of the building, but after walking up for a while, it seemed that the spiral staircase was just going on forever.

	Finally he reached the top of it, and found that it led to a dead end. There was no way out, no doors leading anywhere, nothing. Just a solid wall. He grunted with annoyance, and then turned and started to head back down the stairs. 

	At that moment, he heard a strange groaning and grinding sound, which sounded as if it was coming from … well, everywhere. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, the steps beneath his feet. 

	And then, the steps suddenly flattened out. The stairs became a steep, totally flat spiral slope—and jets of oil began spraying out of the walls. The demon’s clawed feet slipped on the oil, and then he fell to the ground with a crash, and started sliding at speed down the winding spiral slope. As he accelerated, he screamed, trying to dig his claws into the stone to stop his rapid descent. But the surface was totally smooth, and he couldn’t get his claws in anywhere. Because of the slippery oil now coating everything, he continued to hurtle down the steep, winding slope at a tremendous speed. 

	It was as he rounded a corner that he saw it, and he was sliding so fast that he barely had half a second to scream. In front of him, blocking the spiral, was a wall of, long, razor-sharp silver-coated spikes. 

	The demon flew into the wall of spikes, which slammed through his body in well over a dozen places. The force at which he was flying drove the long spikes completely through his limbs and torso. Gasping and twitching, with his black blood spraying all over the floor, and impaled on the three-foot-long silver spikes, he breathed his last breath… and a rumble of what felt like satisfaction vibrated through the Factory Core. 

	The next two demons, who had taken the left door, found themselves in a rather different situation. When they walked through their door, they found themselves confronted with yet another choice: they entered a small square room in which there were more doors through which they could pass, one on each of the walls. One demon walked over to the doors and tried them each, one by one, and found that all were unlocked. 

	“Which door?” he grunted to his companion. “Left, center, or right?” 

	We go … left,” muttered the other one, and he opened the door to the left. He walked through, and his companion followed him. 

	As soon as they passed through the doorway, though, the door slammed shut behind them, and try as they may, they couldn’t open it. Once more, they found themselves in a small square room with a door on each of its walls. This time, however, all of the doors were locked except one, so it was through this door that they went. 

	Now they found themselves at the head of a long, narrow passage, but this time there was only one door—and it was right at the end of the passage. As the door they had just come through slammed shut behind them, the door at the far end of the long passage opened. They could not see what was through it; there was only an inky blackness, beckoning ominously to them. 

	Still, the demons showed no signs of fear; they were, after all, creatures of the darkness, denizens of evil realms, and they did not feel threatened in the least. Not yet, anyway.

	As they were walking along the passage toward the open door, the rear demon noticed that there were long horizontal slits in the walls. Some were at ankle height, some were around waist height, and others around shoulder height. He paused to examine one of them, peering into the dark slit, while his companion went on ahead.

	While peering into the narrow space and trying to discern what was in it, he heard the whistle of what sounded like a huge blade slicing at speed through the air, followed by a surprised shriek of pain from his companion. 

	He spun around to see that, somehow, the other demon had been sliced in half at the waist. The demon was now writhing on the floor, its black blood gushing out of its severed waist, howling in shock, while a few yards away its severed legs kicked out a few last kicks as the nerves in them died. 

	The demon roared with sudden rage and fright. At that moment, another huge blade, spring-loaded, like the one that had just killed his companion, blasted out of one of the slits in the wall. It moved with such vicious speed that the demon barely had time to react; by the time his brain had sent a signal to his limbs to move, the huge scythe blade had already arced in a vicious circle and taken his head off. 

	His severed head, with a look of utter surprise frozen on his lips, bounced a few times on the floor and then came to a rest against one of the walls, while his headless body flopped to the ground. 

	Now only two demons remained alive inside the building. However, the Core didn’t intend to allow them to live much longer. Now that it had dealt with three of the invaders, it turned its attention to the final two. 

	Before the Core killed these two, though, it needed something from them: their voices. The Core realized that if it simply dispatched them as it had the other three, the demons outside would become suspicious, and wouldn’t enter—which it needed, so that it could eliminate all of them. Yes, it needed the voices of these two, so that it could trick the others into coming in. 

	Inside the main manufacturing room, the Factory Core set its machinery into motion, and it began to engrave a number of sentences in the Demonic Script onto a few brass plaques.

	Soon the plaques were ready, and the Core’s plan to draw in the rest of the demons outside was about to be set into motion.

	



CHAPTER 9

	The demons who had gone through the left door—when the party of five had first entered the Factory Core—had found themselves wandering down a long passageway with no doors in it. The passage turned after a while at a ninety-degree angle to the right, and then after a while there was another ninety-degree turn to the left. After this, another to the right, and then there was a stairwell leading up. 

	They ascended the stairs, and found themselves in another passage. Again they traveled through a number of twists and turns, eventually ending up at another stairwell, but one that went down. 

	They followed it, grumbling as they descended the stairs; it seemed like they had been walking forever, and it almost felt as if they were stuck going in circles. This place was becoming a true labyrinth, and although these creatures of darkness feared nothing inside it, they were wary about getting lost in here. 

	“It didn’t look so bloody big from the outside,” muttered the first one to his companion.

	“It’s a right maze in here, it is,” grunted the second one. “What are we even looking for anyway?”

	“Grakk’n told us to investigate, you idiot, so that’s what we’re doing, see?”

	“Bah,” muttered the second demon, “investigate what? There’s nothing in here but an endless bloody maze! Let’s just go out and tell him we couldn’t find anything.”

	Just as he said this, they turned another sharp corner; however, this time, they finally stumbled upon a door. 

	“See?” said the first one. “There is something to investigate in here. Come on, you ugly fool, let’s check if the secret of how to make this thing stand up and walk is behind this door.”

	He turned the doorknob and found that the door was open. 

	“Haha,” he laughed triumphantly. “Come on, let’s see what’s in here. Some dwarven secrets, I’ll bet.”

	He walked through the door, and the other demon followed him. They found themselves in a small square room, with one door in every wall. On each door was a strange brass plaque, upon which script had been engraved in the languages of Dwarves, Elves, Men, Goblins, Trolls, Orcs and Demons. 

	While the demons couldn’t decipher any of the other scripts, they could read the basics of their own tongue. The first one wandered up to the door on the right and began to read the script on it. 

	“Through this door danger lies, but the brave adventurer will be rewarded many times.”

	His companion scratched his chin as he thought about this statement. “A lil’ strange, isn’t it?” he said. “Let me read the next one.”

	He walked up to the door in the center, and read the plaque on it. “There is nothing but darkness inside this place,” he read, “as well as monsters who will tear off your face.”

	Both of them had a chuckle at that.

	“Stupid bloody dwarves,” muttered the first demon. “Think they can scare us like that? We are the monsters who tear off faces, ha!” 

	He went to read the final plaque on the final door. “Come in, all of you, come in, come in! The secret’s here, we’ve got control, we’ve found out how to move this thing! Come on, all of you, get in here, hurry!” 

	The demon scrunched up his face in an expression of quizzical puzzlement. “That one doesn’t rhyme like the others,” he said. “And it doesn’t seem to mean anything either.”

	The Factory Core, however, had just played the two of them. While the demon had read out that last line, the Core had opened a series of trumpet-like pipes, which projected what the demon was reading through the structure, with the sound emerging from the front doors, which now swung open. 

	As soon as the demon had read out these lines, though, the Factory Core closed the pipes so that they wouldn’t project any more of what the demon was saying. 

	Grakk’n and the other demons outside heard their companion’s voice, and it sounded as if it was coming from just inside the front doors. 

	“Did you hear that, my lord?” one demon warrior asked Grakk’n eagerly. “They’ve found the secret to getting this thing moving! We must go in and help them, my lord!” 

	Grakk’n wasn’t sure why, but his sixth sense was itching; there was something suspicious about how easily his demon warriors had discovered the secrets of this structure, and it made him uneasy. 

	“I will wait out here,” he said, “to escort the structure back to the Overlord once you get it moving. All of you, go inside and help the others, as they have requested.”

	“As you command, my lord,” said the demon warrior, and he and the rest of the demons charged inside the structure, whooping wild battle cries with excitement and triumph. 

	Once they were all inside, the doors continued to yawn wide open, and Grakk’n had an eerie sense that he was being watched … and that the structure, somehow, was waiting for him to enter as well. He stood his ground though, and refused to budge.

	After a while, the doors slammed shut. And then, coming from inside the building, he heard the sound of screaming. 

	



CHAPTER 10

	Ser Greenfield awoke to the noise of banging on his door. He groaned as he opened his eyes; his back ached and he had not slept well. The dwarves had tried to accommodate him by putting a number of their beds together to give him a large enough sleeping area, but he had still not managed to sleep comfortably. Now, the novelty of feeling like a giant had worn off. 

	“Ser Greenfield!” yelled a voice from the other side of the door. “Rise, hurry!”

	“Okay, okay,” he grumbled as he rolled out of the dwarven beds and scrambled to get dressed. “What is it that’s so urgent that you’re dragging me out of bed at this ungodly hour anyway?”

	“The Factory Core has returned to the city! Come and see it!”

	Now Ser Greenfield’s attitude did an about turn; he forgot all about his weariness and sore spine as excitement took over. After hearing about the Factory Core the previous day, he had become very eager to check it with his own eyes before returning to the world of Men. And now he was about to get a chance to do just that. 

	“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he said, his tone urgent as he pulled on his black leather jerkin and brown leather boots. “I’ll be out soon.”

	Once he was clothed, he hurried out of the room, where he found two dwarven guards waiting for him. 

	“Archwright Bomfrey sent us, Ser,” one of them said. “He said he wants you to see the Factory Core. So come with us.”

	“Take me to it,” said Ser Greenfield eagerly. 

	The guards led Ser Greenfield out of the palace, through the city, and into the vault deep below the Great Workshop where the Factory Core had been built. When Ser Greenfield finally laid his eyes on the weapon he had heard so much about, he was a little underwhelmed. Archwright Bomfrey and a number of other prominent engineers and inventors were gathered around the structure, talking in excited voices, taking notes, and scribbling eagerly in thick tomes. 

	Bomfrey saw Ser Greenfield approaching the Factory Core and he walked over to greet the human, wearing a broad smile on his bearded face.

	“Ser Greenfield, welcome,” he said, beaming. “This is it! This is the Factory Core, and its first solo combat mission was a success. A resounding success! We are now sure that the Factory Core, fighting alongside our warriors, will be able to hold off the Demon Horde long enough for us to successfully evacuate our entire population.”

	“That is good news, Archwright,” said Ser Greenfield, but he wasn’t looking at Bomfrey while he spoke; instead, his keen eyes were taking in every minor detail of the Factory Core. He still failed to see how this unassuming looking building could represent such a potent weapon … but he knew that appearances could be deceiving, and if this structure—this sentient structure, as bizarre a concept as that was—had held its own against a contingent of demon warriors, then it certainly had to be a potent weapon indeed. 

	A new notion was forming in his mind. One that he did not want the dwarves to get any wind of, one that he knew he would need to keep utterly secret. 

	He wanted this weapon for Merador. 

	With such a mighty weapon in Merador’s hands, the city-state could begin to conquer and expand. Long had the Men of Merador harbored desires of an empire, of subduing rival cities of Men. And if this strange dwarven weapon was everything the dwarves said it was, it could prove to be a vital tool in laying the foundations for such an enterprise. 

	Of course, he dared not breathe a word about it to the dwarves; even the slightest whiff of suspicion could destroy this weak fledgling alliance between them. He knew that it would be best to feign disinterest and skepticism about the Factory Core, and pretend that he thought it was a mere trifle, a curiosity. Nothing more. 

	“Wonderful news indeed, Ser!” said Bomfrey, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “Would you like to witness what this incredible weapon is capable of?”

	Ser Greenfield shrugged. “I suppose it would be interesting to have a look,” he said casually, carefully masking the keenness that now burned in his core. 

	“Come, come, let us show you,” said Bomfrey, leading Ser Greenfield over to the entrance. 

	Just outside the front doors of the Factory Core, a large number of dead demons were piled up. Many of the corpses were missing heads and limbs, and it was apparent to Ser Greenfield—a warrior himself, and a veteran of many battles—that anything that was able to inflict such damage to demons was indeed a weapon worth capturing. 

	“Looks like the demon warriors came off second best against your Factory Core, Archwright,” he remarked casually, staring at the pile of mutilated demon corpses that had been dragged out of the structure. 

	“The monsters didn’t stand a chance,” boasted Bomfrey as he led Ser Greenfield into the structure. “Not a chance in hell. Not against a weapon like this.”

	“How did it kill them?” asked Ser Greenfield as Bomfrey began to lead him through the halls. Ser Greenfield was quite amazed at how maze-like the interior of the structure was, and how much larger and more complex it seemed from the inside, compared to how it looked on the outside. 

	“Oh, through a variety of means,” answered Bomfrey. “There are a great number of different weapons built into the Factory Core. Yet, its true strength lies not in the array of weapons built into it, but the fact that it can continually upgrade them. It can develop and construct brand new weaponry based on its observations of the enemy it is fighting, and its analysis of what tactics work best against them.”

	Ser Greenfield was now beginning to understand the true scope of the Factory Core’s effectiveness, and the full extent of its prowess. A sense of true awe was coming over him, but he did his best to disguise this, of course.

	“That is quite impressive, I suppose,” he remarked, shrugging with a pout. “But me, I am a traditionalist. I’d prefer a squadron of well-trained, heavily-armed knights on warhorses. We Men have no need for such fancy, overly-complicated machinery; a good knight with a stout heart and a strong sword arm remains one of the best weapons of the Above World.”

	“Forgive me, Ser,” said Archwright Bomfrey somewhat snidely, “but your knights have not faced a screaming mass of demons in underground tunnels. Our dwarven warriors are just as brave and skilled at fighting as your human knights, but for all their courage and martial skills, the demons have been crushing them in battle … until now. This weapon,” he continued, spreading his arms wide as if to take in the Factory Core in its entirety, “has single-handedly changed the course of this war.”

	“Are you perhaps not getting ahead of yourself, Archwright?” asked Ser Greenfield. “I mean no offense, but this thing has only fought in one skirmish on its own so far. That is by no means conclusive proof that it will single-handedly win this war.” 

	Archwright Bomfrey smiled strangely. “And I mean no offense to you, Ser, but I do not think you have even begun to understand the true potential of this magnificent weapon. We have not even scratched the surface of what it can do. But come, follow me. Let me show you what controls this whole structure.”

	Bomfrey led Ser Greenfield through the labyrinthine interior of the Factory Core. The knight deliberately lagged behind Bomfrey, forcing the dwarf to slow down. Ser Greenfield was pretending to simply be observing, but he was actually committing to memory the interior, and trying to create a map in his mind about how to get from the entrance to the heart of the Core. 

	“You really don’t need to examine every little detail, Ser,” said Bomfrey, with annoyance starting to color his voice. 

	“Oh, I’m just interested, Archwright. You haven’t shown me any of this thing’s weapons yet, so I’m just trying to find them. Are they hidden in the walls? Activated by secret levers, or concealed trapdoors in the floor?”

	Archwright Bomfrey chuckled humorlessly; he wasn’t about to give away the secrets of the Factory Core so easily. He didn’t really suspect that Ser Greenfield had any kind of ulterior motive, but he nonetheless was not going to simply reveal all of the details he and his fellow inventors had worked so hard on, for so many decades. 

	“Don’t worry about the weapons, Ser Greenfield,” said Bomfrey, “there are enough of them in here. And yes, they are hidden in the walls, floors and ceilings … everywhere inside the Factory Core, in fact. But it would simply take too much time to show you all of them. And time, I’m afraid, is a commodity we don’t have much of at the moment.”

	A flash of anger flickered across Ser Greenfield’s eyes, but he hid it quickly so as not to arouse suspicion. “Very well, Archwright,” he said. “I was just making conversation, that’s all. Lead on.”

	Archwright Bomfrey took Ser Greenfield to the heart of the Factory Core, where the most powerful soul gems had been fused with the structure itself. Bomfrey explained the basics of how the core worked, and how the essences of the minds and souls of the ancient heroes trapped in the gems had now become the brain of the Core. After this, Bomfrey led Ser Greenfield to the main manufacturing room, where the Core built its armament and other items it needed to fight the demons. This was also where it modified and upgraded certain parts of itself, when such alterations ought to be done. 

	“So, all of this is run on steam power, yes?” asked Ser Greenfield as he examined the complex machines and engines. 

	“It is, yes,” answered Bomfrey, “like most of our dwarven machinery.”

	“And what creates the steam? Burning coal?”

	Archwright Bomfrey nodded. “Coal, yes … as is used for most of our industries.”

	“What happens when this thing runs out of coal, then?” asked Ser Greenfield. “Surely it will then become … well, useless, yes? If there is no fuel to power this whole thing, then it’s nothing more than an abandoned, inert building.”

	A cloud came across Bomfrey’s face; it appeared that Ser Greenfield had found a chink in the Factory Core’s armor, so to speak. Ser Greenfield noticed this look of dismay, and a spark of triumph gleamed briefly in his eyes. So, this weapon was not quite as invincible and infallible as these dwarves were making it out to be, it seemed. 

	“That is true, yes,” admitted Bomfrey. “If the Factory Core runs out of fuel, it will … die, I suppose you could say. No, no, that’s the wrong choice of words. It will become dormant. It cannot ‘die’ unless the soul gems are removed from their sockets, and the magic of the runes that bind the heroes’ souls to the Core is reversed.”

	“And what if the structure itself was destroyed by some powerful weaponry?”

	Bomfrey laughed dismissively and scoffed. “Do you have any idea how strong and solid this construction is? It would take a titanic weapon to demolish it.” 

	Ser Greenfield smiled strangely. “Humor me, Archwright. If such a weapon existed, a weapon strong enough to demolish these walls, would it ‘kill’ the Factory Core?” 

	“I … I suppose it might,” muttered Bomfrey. “But let us not waste time talking about hypothetical things like this. As I said, no weapon strong enough to do such a thing exists either in the Above World or the Below World.” 

	“None that you know of, at least,” said Ser Greenfield with a dry grin, getting in one last shot before a change of topic was forced. While he had steered the conversation in this direction with the hope of learning about the weapon’s potential weaknesses—if one wanted to use a weapon effectively, it was good to know about its flaws as well as its strengths—he had also enjoyed needling the arrogant Archwright, and cutting him down to size a little. 

	“No,” muttered Bomfrey with a scowl. “But anyway, to get back to an earlier question, the one about coal, herein lies the genius of my invention.” The scowl vanished from his face, morphing instead into a smug smile. “You see, as the Factory Core is a living entity, with its own mind … it is also a learning entity. The importance of the fact that it is able to analyze and learn cannot be overstated.”

	“And why is this of such importance?” asked Ser Greenfield. 

	“Because, Ser, it is always actively learning, looking for solutions not only to present problems, but future ones too. If it can find an alternative source of fuel, one which is more abundant and burns better than coal, well, then it will switch to that fuel instead. Do not underestimate the Factory Core; it is always looking for solutions to possible problems. Problems that we may not even yet foresee. Remember that there is not just one mind at work here in the Factory Core, but many … all fused together into one mighty and extremely powerful mind” 

	 “I see,” said Ser Greenfield, a strange light gleaming in his eyes. “Fascinating. Fascinating indeed.”

	



CHAPTER 11

	As soon as Grakk’n heard the howls and screams of his warriors echoing from inside the building, he knew that they had been tricked, and that none of his underlings would be getting out alive. He glared at the Factory Core with hatred and loathing in his eyes; now he had a new enemy, and once Grakk’n had a grudge and a score to settle, he would obsess over it until he had had his revenge. 

	And since this thing—this stone building made by those cursed dwarves—had fooled him and killed his warriors, he now had a personal vendetta against it. One that he intended to settle, even if doing so meant the end of him. 

	As the demons continued to scream, trapped inside the structure, Grakk’n drew his dragon bone sword and pointed the black blade at the Factory Core. “I will find a way to destroy you,” he snarled. “You forget, you stupid lump of bricks, that in the Infernal Realm from which I come, there are things that can melt stone! I will find a way to turn you to rubble, and when I do, I will piss on your ruins! Gah!”

	He blasted out a wordless roar at the Factory Core and waved his sword at it one more time, and then took off into the darkness of the tunnels. After running for some time, he began to pick up hints of the sounds of battle. Feeling the need to let off some steam after his run-in with the Factory Core, Grakk’n diverted his path, heading toward the battle instead of making his way straight back to the Infernal Realm. 

	As the sounds of combat began to ring clearer through the tunnels, a sense of dark excitement grew in Grakk’n’s chest. He lived for fighting and killing, and if he could hack apart a few dozen dwarven warriors right now, he would feel a lot better about the fact that the strange dwarven structure had just massacred his company. 

	He got closer and discovered that it was a skirmish between a group of dwarves, and a squad of demons. The dwarves were using a tactic he had seen before: firing volleys of silver-coated musket balls into the charging mass of demons, while keeping a group of cannons, loaded with silver-coated grapeshot, in reserve. 

	The dwarven warriors would slowly retreat, firing volley after volley into the ranks of their adversary, while drawing them closer to their group of cannons. And then, once the demons were close enough to the artillery, all of the cannons would be fired simultaneously, blasting the demon force to shreds. 

	“Your tactics may have worked well for you before, dwarven scum,” growled Grakk’n as he observed the unfolding battle from a ledge overlooking the tunnel, positioned behind the dwarven lines. “But not today. Today, you die. Today, you all die!” 

	A lesser demon than Grakk’n would have attacked wildly at this point, jumping down from the ledge and charging, shrieking like a mad thing, into the dwarves. Grakk’n, however, was no fool. He knew that to do such a thing at this point would ruin his own strategy; he wanted the dwarves to think that they were winning, to think that they had the demons where they wanted them, right up until the last moment … and then he would pounce, overturning their strategy and leaving them to be massacred completely. 

	He climbed quietly down the ledge—even though he was huge, he was capable of moving with great stealth when it was needed—and crept through the shadows as the battle progressed in front of him. 

	The dwarves were doing well; the rifle-dwarves were retreating in disciplined order, pouring volley after volley of withering musket fire into the madly-charging masses of battle-crazed demons. Behind the groups of retreating rifle-dwarves stood their commander, waiting with his hand on the strings that would fire all the cannons simultaneously, when the demons got into range. Surrounding the commander was a core of bodyguards; the dwarves had learned that demon warriors knew which dwarves were officers, by virtue of the armor that they wore, which was more lavish, ornate and expensive than the armor worn by regular dwarven troops, and demon warriors would target the dwarven officers, hoping to capture them and take them back to the Infernal Realm where information could be extracted from them via torture. 

	Grakk’n wasn’t interested in taking any prisoners here, though. He just wanted to kill dwarves. Lots of them. 

	He edged his huge body through the shadows, keeping the footfalls of his clawed feet light, and doing his best to move through the tunnel without making a sound. He got closer and closer to the bodyguards and the dwarven officer as the battle raged on. Their eyes were focused on the fight in front of them, and the constant crashing of musket volleys went a good way towards disguising the sound of Grakk’n’s footsteps. 

	Closer and closer Grakk’n crept, until he was only a few yards away from the rearmost of the dwarven bodyguards. Even then, with him almost breathing on them, they didn’t notice his presence; the booming of musket fire and the haze of gunpowder smoke, with its acrid scent floating in the air, provided excellent cover for the demon commander. 

	The demon warriors, meanwhile, were pressing their charge home even as the rifle-dwarves were inflicting heavy casualties on them. Dozens of demon fell every time a musket volley smashed through their writhing ranks, but still more demons came on, pushing and screaming. 

	They were getting close to the cannons, though, as were the steadily-retreating rifle dwarves. Once all of the companies of rifle-dwarves had gotten behind the cannons, the dwarven commander would unleash hell—so to speak. 

	Except that he wouldn’t. Not with Grakk’n waiting in the shadows to foil his plan and launch a surprise attack from the rear. 

	Another volley smashed through the demons, and now the rearmost company of rifle-dwarves was within a few yards of the cannons. Grakk’n growled softly in the shadows, and the black blood that flowed through his veins became heated with the excitement of impending combat. He quietly drew his dragon-bone sword from its sheath and gripped it lightly in both of his hands, and in the shadows his black eyes seemed to become even darker as he prepared to make his first kill. 

	Then, with a deafening, metallic roar blasting out of his huge mouth, Grakk’n jumped out of the shadows and struck. 

	The closest of the dwarven bodyguards to Grakk’n barely had time to even look over his shoulder and see, towering like a giant over him, the huge, armored demon commander, who had his dragon-bone sword raised high above his head. The blade came whistling down just as the bodyguard’s eyes widened with shock … and it split him in half, swishing through his skull, and then his torso, and emerging from his groin. 

	The two halves of the now-dead dwarven bodyguard flopped to the ground, and the others spun around, shouting with rage and surprise as they realized they were being attacked from the rear. 

	Grakk’n howled with the madness of battle as he charged into their midst, swinging his black sword around him in huge, whistling arcs, the vicious cuts and slashes and hacks splitting dwarven warriors in half and sending them flying through the tunnel. 

	The bodyguards were elite warriors, and they showed no fear as they jumped Grakk’n with their silver-coated battle-axes. Unfortunately for them, he was a far mightier warrior than any of them ever would be, and he smashed them aside and sowed destruction among their ranks, demolishing them and cutting them down like a peasant cutting wheat with a scythe. 

	After just a minute or two of fighting, Grakk’n had decimated the entire core of dwarven bodyguards, and only the officer remained, still determinedly holding the string that would detonate all of the cannons. 

	Grakk’n smiled evilly at the officer as he advanced on him. 

	“Pull the string, dwarf, and I’ll give you a quick death,” he growled. 

	“Never, you foul fiend!” roared the dwarf defiantly. His men were still in front of the cannons; they had not managed to retreat behind yet, and if the cannons were fired at this moment, they would all be blown to shreds.   

	“Have it your way then,” snarled Grakk’n. He lunged forward, stabbing his sword through the dwarven commander’s stomach. As the dwarf cried out in pain and writhed in agony, impaled on the dragon-bone blade, Grakk’n lifted him high in the air on his sword, grinning as the commander howled in pain. 

	Finally, the retreating dwarven troops turned around and realized what had happened behind them … and with horror, they saw that Grakk’n’s hand was now holding the deadly string. 

	“Enjoy the grapeshot, my dwarven friends,” roared Grakk’n with a malicious smile.

	Then he pulled.

	



CHAPTER 12

	King Odok-Kram cursed, and balled his hand into a tight fist, which he punched into the open palm of his free hand. 

	“Another unit wiped out completely,” he muttered. “Another hundred warriors lost.”

	“Not completely, my lord,” said General Khazum. “There was one survivor. Sergeant Balion, come forward.”

	General Khazum and the sole survivor of the battle in the tunnels were meeting with King Odok-Kram in his private chambers in the palace. Evacuation of the dwarven civilians had already begun the previous day, after a suitable amount in gold had been paid to Ser Greenfield. Thousands of dwarves were already on their way to the Above World. 

	However, the Dwarven Army had been suffering heavy losses at the hands of the Demon Horde, and it looked like their numbers would be reduced even further while trying to hold back the demons, while the rest of the dwarves were evacuated from the city of Karak-Drang and other underground settlements. 

	The warrior who had survived the battle, Sergeant Balion, a young warrior with a shock of ginger hair and a bushy, deep red beard, stepped forward and bowed before the king. 

	“My lord,” he said in his gruff voice. “I am at your service.”

	“How is it that you were the only one who escaped with his life?” asked the king, examining Balion with a look of suspicion on his face. “It seems a little strange, given that the demons usually drag any survivors back to their Infernal Realm for questioning. Why were you not taken by the demons?”

	Sergeant Balion lifted up his shirt, and when he did, the king gasped. Beneath his shirt, Sergeant Balion was wearing a shirt of mithril chainmail. 

	“This huge demon, much bigger than the others, he attacked us from the rear, took us by surprise. I was one of the commander’s bodyguards—we were protecting him, positioned behind the cannons, while the rifle-dwarves made a fighting retreat, to draw the demons into the mouths of our cannons, as we’ve done a few times before.”

	“A tactic that I personally developed,” interjected General Khazum. “And one that’s been bloody effective against those vile monsters in the past.” 

	“Yes, I am aware of this,” said King Odok-Kram. “But anyway, tell me how you evaded death.”

	“This massive demon, my lord, he was just smashing us to pieces with a huge dragon bone sword. I wasn’t going to let him get to the commander though, so I charged him with my battle axe. He moved so bloody quickly though … swung that sword of his, and I felt a tremendous thump on my left side. Next thing I knew I was flying!”

	“Flying, soldier?”

	“Yes, my lord,” answered Sergeant Balion. “The bastard hit me so hard that it sent me flying a good thirty yards up in the air. I landed up on a ledge that was jutting out of the rock, and just lay there, wondering if I was dead or not. The last thing I saw was that rotten demon firing our cannons on our own men. Blew the lot of them to shreds, he did. Then I don’t remember anything for a while, and when I eventually woke up, everything was quiet and the tunnel was empty. Only reason I survived that blow with the demon’s sword was cause of my mithril chainmail.”

	“How does a mere sergeant afford a shirt of mithril chainmail anyway, soldier?” asked King Odok-Kram, still looking at the warrior with a glint of suspicion in his eyes. “It is the kind of armor that only a king could afford.”

	“And that’s why I kept it hidden, under my regular armor, my lord,” said Sergeant Balion. “Nobody knows I have it except General Kazum, and you, now. I inherited it from my father, who inherited it from his father. And his father stole it from the Wood Elves when we tunneled under their palace and raided it three hundred and fifty years ago.”

	The look of suspicion on King Odok-Kram’s face morphed into a look of glee when Sergeant Balion said this, and he laughed. A loud, booming laugh that rang cheerfully through his chambers.

	“Your great-great grandfather was one of the daring dwarves who raided the palace of the Wood Elves? Well then, he deserves to have come away from such a mission with as rich a reward as that. It almost caused a full-scale war between their kingdom and ours … but even so, my ancestors admired the courage and the audacity of the dwarves who raided them.”

	“Thank you, my lord. It’s a story that’s been passed down through my family, just like this mithril chainmail shirt. And thanks to it, I survived a blow from that blade that should have sliced my body in half.  Think that because the blow launched me up onto that ledge, the demons didn’t know I was up there. That’s why I wasn’t dragged off to their Infernal Realm. While the mithril saved me from being cut to pieces, it didn’t stop that bastard demon’s sword from breaking a few of my ribs.”

	Sergeant Balion lifted up the mithril shirt, and beneath it his whole left side had turned a dark shade of purple, with crimson and yellow blotches all over his skin around that area too. 

	“Be thankful, soldier, that broken ribs are the only injury you suffered. You are alive and well. That is more than can be said for your comrades who fought with you.”

	“Aye, my lord,” said Sergeant Balion sadly. “May the God of the Axe welcome their souls into the Eternal Warriors’ Hall.”

	“They fought bravely, I’m sure,” said General Khazum. “The God of the Axe will surely welcome them with open arms.”

	“Tell me more about this huge demon you fought,” said King Odok-Kram. 

	“He was gigantic,” said Sergeant Balion. “Much bigger than the other fiends we’ve fought in the past—who, as you’ve seen, are bloody big enough as they are. But this one, not only was he carrying a bloody massive dragon bone sword, he was wearing armor too.”

	General Khazum grimaced and shook his head. “Now the damned things are wearing protection too,” he muttered. “What else? Are they going to start using muskets and cannons against us next? Curses!”

	“What kind of armor was this creature wearing?” asked King Odok-Kram. “I must inform Archwright Bomfrey. Perhaps his Factory Core will be able to develop countermeasures.”

	“I don’t remember much of it, my lord,” said Sergeant Balion. “On account of the fight being so quick, and the darkness of the tunnel. But from what I can recall, my lord, I’d say that the scum’s armor was also made of dragon bone.”

	General Khazum let out a low whistle through his teeth and shook his head. “Dragon bone armor?” he said, shaking his head again. “No metal we know of can cut through that, none except mithril. And the number of mithril axes and swords that exist, that haven’t been lost to the mists of history, I can count on one hand. It’s not like we can coat musket balls and cannonballs with mithril either! By the God of the Axe, that would cost how much in gold per shot? Each musket ball coated in mithril we fired would be the equivalent of the average dwarf’s lifetime wages! There’s no way it can be done, not unless we somehow stumble across a previously untapped vein of mithril. But most of it was mined thousands of years ago, and all the old mithril veins have been dry for centuries.”

	“There may be other materials that can pierce through dragon bone,” said the king. “I must call Archwright Bomfrey to my chambers and speak with him about this. You two, leave me now.”

	



CHAPTER 13

	“A demon with dragon bone armor, this is unusual, yes,” mused Archwright Bomfrey. “But, my lord, it is nothing that the Factory Core cannot handle. I assure you of this.”

	King Odok-Kram looked unconvinced. “General Khazum tells me that the only metal that can affect dragon bone is mithril. I know that the Factory Core is a wondrous weapon, but it is not a god; it cannot simply conjure mithril out of thin air. And you and I both know that our ancestors exhausted the old mithril veins in their mines centuries ago.”

	“Mithril is the only metal that can cut through dragon bone, yes,” said Bomfrey. “But there are other substances capable of that feat, materials that are not necessarily metals. Diamonds, for instance, can achieve the same goal.”

	King Odok-Kram scoffed. “Diamonds? Is that what you’re proposing, Bomfrey? They’re just as rare and expensive as mithril!” 

	“No my lord, I wasn’t suggesting that we use diamonds to enhance our weapons. I was just saying that mithril is not the only option. There are others … and, perhaps, combinations of substances that might prove effective. The Factory Core is capable of advanced alchemy, my lord. In fact, one of the soul gems embedded in the Core contains the soul of a genius alchemist from a past Age. The Factory Core will figure out a way to combat this demon’s armor, I guarantee this, my lord. For now though, we must focus on evacuating the last of our people from the Below World. Once all of our cities and citadels and forts are empty, then the Factory Core will take over and handle the demons on its own.”

	“If it can handle the demons on its own,” said King Odok-Kram grimly. “If, Archwright Bomfrey, if…”

	Archwright Bomfrey smiled broadly. “Oh, it will, my lord. Believe me, it will.”

	“For all our sakes, I hope you are right,” said the king with a sigh. “If the Factory Core fails, the demons will have the Below World, and they will take from us the kingdom our ancestors held for five thousand years. And I … I will be remembered in dwarven history as the king who failed, the king who lost the kingdom.”

	“No my lord,” said Archwright Bomfrey reassuringly. “This is not how you will be remembered. You will be remembered as the king who wielded the greatest weapon we dwarves ever invented. Trust me, my lord, this is how you will be remembered.”

	“I hope so, Bomfrey,” said the king. “I truly hope so. Go now, and get your Factory Core ready for the coming war. From tonight, after the last of our people have left this place, it will be on its own.”

	“I believe,” said Bomfrey with a swift but strange smile, “that the Factory Core is quite looking forward to this. Worry no more, my king. My weapon will not only win this kingdom back from the Demon Horde, it will make a legend out of you.”

	By the evening, the last dwarves had left the great underground city of Karak-Drang, capital of the Dwarven Kingdom for five millennia. And this was the first time in that span that the city was empty—well, almost empty. Archwright Bomfrey, along with a few other inventors and engineers, and a company of bodyguards, were making a few final tweaks to the Factory Core before unleashing it fully. 

	The demons, meanwhile, were already massing outside Karak-Drang’s huge city walls, which were fifty feet high, and twenty feet thick. The demons had information about where weak spots in the walls were located, after having tortured this information out of dwarven warriors they had interrogated. However, the demons did not yet know that the entire city had been evacuated, or indeed that the whole Dwarven Kingdom had been evacuated. The dwarves had traveled to the Above World via a number of secret passages built exactly for this kind of emergency. Passages only the Dwarven Royal Family knew about. This knowledge was kept a strict secret precisely so that it couldn’t be revealed by captured warriors who were tortured.

	Archwright Bomfrey was inside the heart of the Factory Core, along with his most senior colleagues, all of whom had worked closely on the Factory Core over the past few decades. These were the few dwarves who knew all of the Core’s secrets, and because of this Bomfrey had made all of the other engineers and inventors, and the bodyguards, of course, wait outside. 

	His pretext for keeping the other dwarves out at this moment was for maintaining secrecy about its inner workings. This was for the same reason the evacuation tunnels had been kept secret, so such information could not be extracted out of a captive by their enemy. However, the real reason Bomfrey had kept everyone else but this small handful of trusted confidants out at this moment was quite different. 

	It was because he was about to do something that he was not authorized to do, something that he had not even told the king about doing. Because he knew that if he had said anything, the king would never have allowed him to unleash the Factory Core in the first place. 

	Nonetheless, the situation for the dwarves was incredibly dire; Bomfrey was not doing what he was about to do for his own personal reasons, but to save dwarven civilization from the scourge of the Demon Horde. Yet, because it was such a drastic measure, he knew that many would see it as … distasteful. However, to save civilization itself, extreme measures were needed. Measures that not everyone would agree with. 

	“Are you sure we should be doing this, Bomfrey?” asked Chiefwright Akzad, an obese grey-bearded dwarf with piercing blue eyes that appeared twice the size of regular eyes due to the thick spectacles he wore. He had been one of the primary designers on this project. “We stand to lose thousands of years of history and our heritage.”

	“If we do not do this,” said Bomfrey gravely, “the Factory Core will not be able to fight at its full capacity. And if that happens, the demons win. The demons take our kingdom from us. And then we will not just lose some of our heritage and history, we will lose all of it. Forever. I know that what we are about to do might seem drastic, extreme perhaps, mad even … but we all know that it must be done.” 

	Akzad sighed and shook his head. “I know Bomfrey, I know, you are right. I just, I just can’t believe it’s come to this.”

	“The demons are massed outside the city walls already, Akzad,” said Bomfrey gravely. “Soon enough they will be in the city. You have seen what they have done to the citadels and forts they have already captured from us. They have torn them down, vandalized our temples and destroyed our artworks. They have reduced everything we built over centuries, over millennia, to rubble.

	“And they will do the same to Karak-Drang unless the Factory Core—fully unleashed—stops them. And if there is some collateral damage, then so be it. The bottom line is that we must defeat them, at all costs. We must. The survival of our civilization depends on it.” 

	“Very well,” said Chiefwright Akzad. “Then let us activate the runes which will allow the Factory Core to … to cannibalize our city.”

	“The destruction it will wreak in feeding off the city,” said Bomfrey, “will be minor compared to what the demons will do if we don’t allow the Factory Core to do this. There are a great many valuable metals, elements and minerals which the Core could use, just sitting around uselessly in works of art, museums, and treasure vaults. We at least will be giving these objects a purpose. They will finally be employed for a more noble cause than mere display: they will be used to defend our civilization.”

	“I know, I know,” said Chiefwright Bomfrey. “It is just … well, you know. I’ll say no more. Come, come, let us activate the runes and leave. We are wasting time here, and the demons are probably already tunneling through the walls. I for one do not want to be in this city when they get in.” 

	“And neither do I,” said Bomfrey. “Let’s go.” 

	Bomfrey, Akzad and the handful of other senior engineers set about pouring molten gold into the runes that would allow the Factory Core to cannibalize the city and destroy valuable artefacts, monuments and architecture in order to create new weapons and build its own infrastructure of war. The runes they activated would also remove some of the Core’s limitations, allowing it to use literally anything to increase its powers, even things like demon bodies and blood. Such a function would no doubt have Bomfrey and his associates accused of necromancy, which was another reason why they were keeping what they were doing here a strict secret. 

	Finally, the activation of the runes was complete. Bomfrey nodded, and his associates hurried out of the Factory Core. Before Bomfrey stepped out of his creation for the last time, he turned and patted one of its walls softly. 

	“Do what you must, my child,” he whispered to it. “Do whatever you need to do, and go to whatever lengths you must. But whatever you do, make sure you destroy the Demon Horde and save our civilization. From now on, you’re on your own. Good luck.”

	



CHAPTER 14 

	The Factory Core watched via its many lenses as Archwright Bomfrey and the other dwarves—the last living dwarves in the city of Karak-Drang—left the premises via the secret tunnels beneath the palace. 

	The souls and minds of the ancient heroes, all fused now into one super-mind, began to think. The single super-mind now turned its attention to the task at hand: defending what was left of the Dwarven Kingdom from the Demon Horde. However, while the Core was focused on this objective for now, when Bomfrey and the others had activated the runes that would allow it to truly be unleashed they had done something else: they had freed the Core of any constraints on its own ambition and behavior. Previously, it had been a weapon under the control of the dwarves, a slave with a master. Not just any slave, of course; a powerful gladiator … but nonetheless a gladiator who had to obey orders, who could not go beyond the boundaries of the arena. 

	Now, the Factory Core was free. Its figurative chains had been smashed, and it was truly its own entity. Bomfrey, in his haste to give the Core the freedom to utilize its maximum potential, had failed to appreciate the wider-reaching consequences of doing this. He had not imagined, not for one second, really, that his creation did not actually want to serve him. It was loyal to him, yes, for he was its creator, and the Core viewed him as a father figure of sorts … but the Core, with its super-mind, was already envisaging things from its own perspective. Bomfrey and the other engineers and inventors hadn’t really considered the philosophical implications of giving a weapon self-awareness. 

	For the moment, though, the Factory Core remained focused on the task at hand: fighting the Demon Horde. Already demons were scaling the city’s enormous walls, scuttling up them like cockroaches, while digging under the walls at certain weak spots. The Factory Core knew too that while it was strong, it was not nearly as powerful as it could be. And it certainly wasn’t invincible. At least not yet. That was something it would work on later, of course, when it had the freedom to do so. For now, the presence of the Demon Horde in great masses was a definite threat to its existence, one with which it intended to deal with decisiveness. 

	After having killed Grakk’n’s demon warriors in the tunnels, the Factory Core had conducted a few experiments on the dead demons’ bodies. Until now, it had not been able to devour the corpses and use them as fuel or raw materials—this would have been a form of necromancy, even though they were demons. This restriction had now been lifted. So when it had time, it would look into this matter. But for now, with the Demon Horde quite literally at the gates, the Core was going to have to use the knowledge it had gleaned from experimenting on the dead demons’ bodies to fight the living ones that were about to attack it. 

	The Core had already learned that the demons showed a weakness to silver; it had seen this from the skirmishes in the tunnels between dwarves and demons. The Core had thus already used silver coating on a lot of the weapons it had used against the demons since then. 

	However, the Core had also made a number of other discoveries. During its experiments, it had found that they were extremely vulnerable to cold, and ice-enhanced weapons. On the other side of that particular coin, they were extremely resistant to fire. This made sense, of course, since the demons’ Infernal Realm was a place of fire, brimstone and lava deep within the planet’s core. 

	The demons’ blood too was an interesting substance, with a number of properties that made it very different to that of other organisms. However, the Core had not really been able to do much with the blood it had extracted—not until now, at least. 

	For the moment, though, the Core’s immediate concern was not with developing new items or devising any more experiments. Its main concern was fighting off the attacking demons using the weapons it had already developed: ice-based weapons. 

	Underground, ice was hard to find; the tunnels and subterranean cities and citadels of the Dwarven Kingdom were generally hot all year round. However, the Below World was, after all, situated beneath a mountain range, and the highest peaks of the Smoky Mountains were covered with snow all year round. 

	As soon as the Core had discovered the demons’ weakness to cold—a discovery that had been made around a week prior—it had built a number of independent mechanical transports to travel up to the snow-covered peaks of the Smoky Mountains to retrieve snow and ice, with which it could build its weaponry. 

	The quickest and most direct access to the highest peaks had been via the dwarves’ chimneys, through which the constantly-billowing coal smoke from the fires of their industries exited the Below World and was belched out into the sky of the Above World. 

	The chimneys, though, were not exactly easy structures to climb; some of them were over two miles high, and were smooth, completely vertical shafts that shot straight up and out of the mountain. Short of a creature like a gecko, with sticky feet, nothing could actually go up these shafts. 

	Due to the warm temperatures of the Below World, however, geckoes were in fact quite plentiful down here. The Factory Core had noted just how well these little reptiles were able to climb, and had captured one and studied its body closely. Using a series of magnifying lenses and mirrors, the Factory Core was able to examine the gecko’s feet in microscopic detail. And using those findings, it had designed its own climbing machines. 

	The mechanical geckoes the Core had built were far larger than the creatures on which they were based, due to the fact that they would need to carry heavy loads. Each mechanical gecko was the size of a pony, and made of steel, brass and bronze, with tiny steam engines in their core, which powered their hydraulic limbs. Because they were too small to have coal fire plants inside them, the mechanical geckoes were powered by the same heat-energy crystals that powered expensive dwarven suits of armor. 

	The Core had discovered that the pads under geckoes’ feet were “sticky” because of tens of thousands of microscopic, flexible hairs on them. The core had mimicked these by experimenting in its forges with different metal alloys, until it came up with one that was similar to the material that composed those hairs. Thus, the mechanical geckoes the Core manufactured were easily able to scale smooth vertical surfaces, and even stick upside down to ceilings. 

	Using insulated chests bolted to their backs, the mechanical geckoes had journeyed up the chimney shafts and collected ice and snow from the highest peaks of the Smoky Mountains, and had returned to the Factory Core, bringing this precious substance with them. Thanks to those new extensions of itself, the Factory Core now had a store of ice it could use to imbue weapons with. 

	One of the features Bomfrey and his associates had installed in the Factory Core was a Magic Forge, complete with an encyclopedia of runes and a store of gold bars to melt for molten gold, so that the Factory Core could create magic items. They had also provided it with a number of soul gems, filled with lesser souls of various trapped creatures and monsters, that it could use to make especially powerful magical weapons. 

	Thus, the Factory Core had been able to build ice-based magical weapons in preparation for the Demon Horde’s assault on Karak-Drang. And now, as the first demons started to appear on the top of Karak-Drang’s walls, the Factory Core prepared to make good use of them. 

	



CHAPTER 15 

	Grakk’n watched from in front of the gigantic oaken gates of Karak-Drang as the first of his warriors reached the tops of the walls. He was surprised that they had met with no resistance so far, and was more than a little suspicious. If this was the final stronghold of the dwarves, why were they not fighting with everything they had to defend it? So far, not even one arrow or musket ball had been shot at them. 

	Coming up behind Grakk’n was a band of enslaved cave trolls pushing a gigantic battering ram, which weighed a good few tons. The core of the battering ram was made of stone, and it was reinforced with steel. The head of the battering ram was carved from dragon bone, in the likeness of a dragon’s head. And inside the mouth of that dragon’s head, magical fire burned with a green glow, maintained by the wraiths who were accompanying the army. 

	Grakk’n wondered, though, if he would even have to use the battering ram; it seemed, weirdly enough, that the city of Karak-Drang was deserted. After all, what other explanation could there be for the fact that the Demon Horde had not encountered any resistance yet? 

	The first of the demon warriors to reach the top of the wall jumped up and down on it, screaming wildly with savage triumph, and calling the other demons up. Those who were already clambering up hastened their pace, scurrying rapidly to join the warrior on the walls. And still there was no opposition. 

	Down on the ground, in front of the city gates, Grakk’n fingered the hilt of his sword in its scabbard and growled; something was definitely amiss. Could his warriors be heading into some sort of a trap? 

	Even if they were, though, he was not about to call off the assault. Not for any reason. If a bunch of his warriors were killed taking the city, then that was a price he was gladly willing to pay. By the end of the day, he planned to be sitting on the throne of the palace, having captured it for the Demon Emperor, the Dark One himself. 

	“Forward!” roared Grakk’n. “Scale the walls! Enter the city! Battering ram, advance!” 

	The demon warriors cracked their fire whips against the massive grey backs of the cave trolls, who roared with pain and frustration, but nonetheless complied, grunting and growling as they used their immense strength to start rolling the massive battering ram toward the city gates. 

	More demons started getting up onto the walls of Karak-Drang. And with every warrior that reached the top, the others roared with savage delight and vicious glee. Soon, many dozens of demon warriors were standing on the barricades, roaring and screaming and whooping with triumph. 

	And then, one of them exploded. 

	Grakk’n roared with rage as fragments of what had once been one of his soldiers rained down around him, falling like hail from the sky. He bent down and picked up one of those chunks … and flung it away as soon as it touched his skin. The fragment—which had turned rock-hard in an instant—scorched him like a branding iron. Yet it was not a hot burn; it was a cold burn. From ice!

	At that moment, another of the demons exploded, his body bursting into stony shards that popped outwards and showered down like pebbles. Then more demons followed, and soon it was as if a hailstorm had started, as if the rock-sky above had opened up, and ice was raining down on the attacking army. 

	Grakk’n knew at once why his soldiers were disintegrating and turning into shards of ice-cold stone, but not how. The dwarves were obviously using ice-powered projectiles against them, but where from and with what devices? And how were these hidden dwarves suddenly hitting so many of his warriors at once with these ice-enhanced weapons? 

	There was no time to worry about this, though, or to dwell too long on it. There was only time to react. 

	“Smash the gates down!” roared Grakk’n. “We’ll make the scum pay for this! Smash them down!”

	The slave driver demons cracked their whips across the massive cave trolls’ backs, and yanked on the heavy chain leashes around the trolls’ necks, forcing them to haul the enormous battering ram right up to the city gates. 

	The demons on the walls were now blowing up by the dozen, and, indeed, the walls had almost entirely been cleared of invaders. On the ground outside the city gates, Grakk’n was growing increasingly furious. Victory had seemed like such a certainty, like such a walk in the park up until a few minutes ago … but now, somehow, against all odds the dwarves had managed to turn things around. 

	Still, it didn’t matter what weapons those weaklings were using inside their city; Grakk’n knew that their numbers were small, and numbers were one thing his army was not lacking. For centuries they had been preparing for not only an invasion of the dwarves’ Below World, but indeed an invasion of all worlds. For hundreds of years the Dark One had been preparing his armies, and creating hundreds of thousands of demon warriors, as well as commander demons like Grakk’n, and other evil servants like wraiths, and more, to assist them … and now the Great Invasion had finally begun. One city of dwarves, no matter how resourceful or innovative, would not prevent this plan from becoming a reality.  

	“Use the battering ram!” bellowed Grakk’n. “Batter the door down! We’ll be feasting on dwarven women and children tonight, boys! Break it down!”

	As the cave trolls grabbed the handles of the battering ram, which was suspended from its frame by means of a number of massively thick chains, Grakk’n saw something coming over the top of the walls. 

	Under the walls, the cave trolls grunted as they pulled the battering ram back, preparing to swing it and smash it into the door. The demon slave drivers lashed their fiery whips across the trolls’ backs with even more fury, cursing at them and screaming at the big, stupid brutes to put all of their strength into the swing. 

	Then, one of the slave driver demons went pop. 

	Grakk’n roared with fury, and the cave trolls themselves paused in surprise, keeping the battering ram pulled back, but not swinging it just yet. All of them were staring up at the walls now … for the mysterious dwarven weapons had just appeared, and they were not like anything the demons could possibly have imagined.

	



CHAPTER 16

	The Factory Core, once it had brought in sufficient quantities of snow and ice from the peaks of the Smoky Mountains, had immediately started to repurpose its mechanical geckoes. The Core’s mighty mind was linked to every object it made in its forges and workshops, and each of the mechanical geckoes had been given a pair of mechanical eyes, through which the Core could see. This had made them useful as scouts, but it would also make them useful as weapons, which they had now been repurposed as. 

	The Factory Core had realized right away that it would need both melee and long-range weapons in its fight against the demons … and since it had already built a good few dozen mechanical geckoes, the Core’s mind soon figured that these highly mobile, incredibly agile beings could be tremendously useful as attacking tools. 

	After studying the real, organic gecko, the Factory Core had found that its mechanical counterparts could be armed with a number of accessories that would make them valuable in a melee situation. The mechanical gecko could, firstly, be given large, silver-coated claws on each of the toes of its four feet. It could also be given razor-sharp, silver coated teeth in its mouth. The jaw of the gecko was enhanced with steam-powered pistons, and seeing as each unit was bigger than a pony, this meant that the mechanical gecko’s powerful jaws and sharp teeth could chomp off a demon warrior’s head with one bite. 

	Then there was the tail; the mechanical geckos possessed articulated tails, which were also powered by steam pistons and covered with silver-coated spikes. They could be lashed like a whip, and smash demon warriors like a flail.

	However, that was not the only weaponry the mechanical geckoes could make use of … for the Factory Core had provided them with powerful missiles too. While it could not yet produce ice-enhanced musket balls (it had not yet figured out how to get such balls to survive the heat of the gunpowder explosion in the musket barrel), it had been able to create arrowheads and crossbow bolt-heads that were made of steel, imbued with ice magic. If these arrowheads hit a demon, the ice magic would instantly cause a tremendous amount of cold damage. Enough to freeze the demon in a snap, almost as if it had been dipped into a bath of frost essence. 

	Thus, every mechanical gecko had had the insulated chest removed from its back, and in its place the Factory Core had installed a repeating crossbow, which could be reloaded in just a matter of seconds. Because of the large size of the mechanical geckoes, and the small size of crossbow bolts, each gecko could carry a great number of bolts with ice-magic tips, in automatic magazines, which fed a new bolt into the crossbow as soon as one was fired. 

	It was with these mechanical geckoes, armed with ice-crossbows, that the Factory Core began its first wave of defense against the Demon Horde. The Core waited until enough of the demons were on the walls before unleashing the geckoes … and then, when the time had been right, the geckoes had been sent out. 

	Each of them was controlled by the great hive mind of the Factory Core, like the tentacles of an octopus. Each one was completely independent, moving about on its own and choosing its own targets—but the Factory Core was in charge of all of them, seeing through all of their eyes at once, directing all of their movements simultaneously, and choosing and aiming at each target, and pulling the trigger on the crossbow. All at once. 

	Once the demons had all been picked off the walls, it was time to launch a counter attack. The Factory Core had sent its geckoes out from the sniping spots they had been using on roofs, perched upside down under overhangs, and in other such unlikely places, in an assault. Now the nimble mechanical creatures were swarming up the ramparts, undaunted by any angles, for they could stick to anything and climb any surface with their gecko feet. 

	The first of them cleared the top of the city wall, and finally the Factory Core, using this unit’s eyes, was able to get a view of the size of the demon army camped outside … and the sight was something to behold indeed. 

	The flat plains had formerly been used to cultivate crops, with sunlight coming in through shafts that, like the great chimneys, led all the way to the surface of the Smoky Mountains. The demons had blocked up these shafts prior to their assault. They hated sunlight, and thus the plain was now darkened. Also, wraiths especially were very vulnerable to sunlight—more than a few seconds of exposure could kill them. 

	The lack of light, however, was not the only reason the plain was dark. The crop fields had been completely trampled, and were now covered with what was perhaps the most massive army that had ever been seen in the Below World. Hundreds of thousands of demons warriors were camped outside the city walls, ready to completely overrun the city … and all of dwarven civilization. 

	If the Factory Core had been a human, elven, dwarven king or general, it would no doubt have been feeling quite terrified right now, looking out over this ocean of enemies that seemed to stretch as far back as the eye could see. 

	The Factory Core, however, was no dwarf, elf or human; it was all of them, and more. Its mind stared out at the immense horde, and its first thought was this: this will be a challenge, a challenge I am more than capable of overcoming.

	The Factory Core also noticed something else, or rather someone it had met before. The huge demon commander, Grakk’n, standing near the city gates below. He was clad, as he had been before, in black dragon bone armor. But this time, it was a full plate suit of it, with only his face visible through the open visor. 

	The mechanical geckoes’ crossbows would be useless against his armor. No metal but mithril could penetrate it, and the ice magic wouldn’t be effective against him unless it could get to his skin and flesh.

	The Factory Core knew that it only had one shot at the moment; if it could take out Grakk’n, it could severely demoralize the rest of the demon troops and maybe even force them to desert.

	The mechanical gecko lined up Grakk’n’s face in the sights of its crossbow, stilled, and then fired the weapon. 

	However, Grakk’n wouldn’t be so easily defeated; he had seen the gecko taking aim the instant before it had loosed its bolt, and he ducked just as it fired. The bolt zipped through the air in the place Grakk’n’s face had occupied just a split-second earlier, and hit the torso of one of the slave driver demons just behind him, instantly turning the body of the creature to ice-cold stone, which shattered into a thousand pieces. 

	“You missed!” roared Grakk’n defiantly, and then he slammed the visor of his helm shut, encasing his body completely in dragon-bone armor. For the moment, the window in which it had been possible for the geckoes to slay Grakk’n had been closed. 

	The other mechanical units got up on top of the walls, and from their position up there began pouring a withering fire of crossbow bolts, with ice-enhanced tips, into the massed ranks of the Demon Horde army. Demons were exploding into icy shards left, right and center. Grakk’n looked around him, his helmeted head darting from one side to the other, and he bellowed out a metallic roar of rage and frustration. He bent down and picked up the fire whip that the demon slave driver—who had just been killed by the crossbow bolt intended for him—had dropped. 

	Grakk’n stormed over to the battering ram and began lashing the fire whip across the backs of the cave trolls, smashing the fiery straps into their grey, elephant-like skin with maddened fury. 

	“Swing the ram, you scum!” he roared, slashing the whip even faster. “Smash the door down, break it down!” 

	The cave trolls grunted and bellowed with pain and helpless anger, but they did as Grakk’n commanded, and swung the massive, dragon-headed battering ram into the doors of Karak-Drang. 

	The doors were made of the stoutest, thickest oak, and were reinforced all over with steel. But from the first time the gigantic battering ram crunched into them, it was clear that they wouldn’t hold for long. The impact of the blow rippled along the walls like a shock wave from an earthquake, and the gates shook and splintered. The sound of the dragon-head ram crashing into them was like the booming of a gigantic drum. 

	“That’s it!” roared Grakk’n, lashing his whip all around him, laying into the enslaved cave trolls with fury. “Pull it back, get it back into position! Move it, move it you scum!”

	The fire whip cracked, slashed and hissed, searing and cutting the skin of the trolls, and forcing them to tug the enormous battering ram back for another strike. 

	The Factory Core watched, concerned. It was apparent that the door could only withstand maybe two or three more strikes before it would be smashed to smithereens. Shooting the cave trolls with the ice-enhanced arrows wouldn’t be nearly as effective as shooting the demons with them; cave trolls lived near the surface, and mostly in caverns in the highest peaks of the Smoky Mountains, so they were pretty resistant to cold. The magical arrowheads wouldn’t be much more effective than regular steel tips … which would barely pierce their thick hides anyway. 

	“Break it down! Swing it, break it down!” roared Grakk’n, forcing the trolls to smash the huge battering ram into the door again with his whip. Once more the walls vibrated from the force of the blow, and the doors buckled inwards, almost yielding completely. 

	The Factory Core knew it had to act and stop the cave trolls now. It couldn’t inflict enough damage to kill or seriously wound them, but it realized that another course of action would be just as effective. While the ice magic crossbow bolts wouldn’t harm the trolls, they would be great against iron, freezing it to the point where it could shatter. And the chains and collars the demons used to restrain the enslaved cave trolls were made of iron, or so it seemed. 

	As the cave trolls pulled the battering ram back for another swing—the swing that could potentially destroy the gates of the city—the Factory Core directed a number of geckoes to aim their crossbows at the restraints holding the cave trolls captive. With a zip and a twang of strings, the geckoes loosed their magic bolts. The projectiles streaked through the air and sent showers of sparks flying everywhere as the steel tips hit the cave trolls’ iron collars and chains. 

	While the steel obviously did no damage to the iron, the magic did, freezing the metal to the point where it cracked. As the cave trolls’ bonds fell off them, they suddenly, collectively realized that they were free … and no longer forced to be the demons’ slaves. 

	While cave trolls were evil creatures themselves, this didn’t mean that they were friendly towards demons. They had been enslaved by those fiends, so they hated them. And now that nothing held them back anymore, they were able to finally take their revenge on the creatures who had made them suffer. And this, they did with immediate effect. 

	The enraged cave trolls abandoned the battering ram and began rampaging wildly. Each cave troll was almost as large as an elephant, and now that they were loose, they were almost impossible to contain. The first demons they turned on were the slave drivers, whose whips were now useless. The cave trolls charged in, grabbing the slave driver demons and ripping their heads off, or tearing their whole bodies in half as if they were nothing but rag dolls. 

	Howling with fury, Grakk’n drew his sword and jumped into the midst of the rampaging cave trolls. Being far bigger than a regular demon warrior, he was more than a match for the trolls, especially with his full suit of dragon bone armor to protect him. 

	Grakk’n cut down one troll, then jumped onto its body as it fell, using it to vault himself up into the air. As he came down, he whipped his sword around in a whistling arc and took the head off another cave troll. 

	His primary objective wasn’t to fight and exterminate cave trolls, though. 

	Even as the cave trolls rampaged among the demons, and the mechanical geckoes rained down ice-enhanced bolts from the tops of Karak-Drang’s walls, firing hundreds of the deadly projectiles into the massed demon army, Grakk’n charged at the splintered gates of the city. They were almost broken; one more swing of the battering ram would have smashed them to pieces. But since Grakk’n didn’t have one more swing of the battering ram, he did the next best thing: he started attacking the huge doors with his blade. 

	If the wooden gates hadn’t been so badly damaged, this attack would have been futile. But the gates were now only barely holding together. Grakk’n roared, furiously hacking at the dented parts. And after a minute or two of vicious onslaught, he smashed a hole through them that was large enough for him to get through. 

	“I have breached the city gates!” he bellowed to his massed warriors. “I have breached the gates! Charge! Now we take the city! Charge!” 

	



CHAPTER 17

	The Factory Core watched through the eyes of the mechanical geckoes as Grakk’n tore a hole through the gates of Karak-Drang. It was disappointed, yes, but it had had the foresight to plan for this eventuality. Having realized that the demons, with their vast numbers, were likely to get into the city at some point, the Factory Core had made preparations to deal with this. 

	As for its own physical location, the Factory Core had moved itself to the palace grounds for the time being. The walled palace, with its strong gates, provided an extra layer of security. Not that the Core was particularly worried about being hurt or destroyed by the demons—it was quite certain that they did not have the ability to do this, at least not with the weaponry they currently possessed—but it was easier to direct the troops it had created without having to simultaneously fend off waves of demon attacks.

	Grakk’n stepped through the hole he had smashed through the city gates; the first demon to set foot inside Karak-Drang. He did not charge in recklessly. He knew that there had to be some traps lying in wait for the first wave of attackers who entered the city, and he did not intend to fall victim to any of these tricks. No, he would let his warriors take the brunt of whatever counter-measures the dwarves had set up to defend their city. 

	He stepped aside, hanging back, as the first waves of his subordinates started to pour through the gap. The warriors, having temporarily had their savage enthusiasm dented by the mechanical geckoes, were now whooping and shrieking with mad bloodlust again, and once inside the city they charged off in groups, howling and screaming, searching for dwarves to annihilate and items to destroy. 

	As Grakk’n watched his troops going on a rampage, he began to grow more and more suspicious and impatient; why were the dwarves still not responding? The mechanical geckoes on the walls were, of course, continuing to shoot tons of ice-magic crossbow bolts into the ranks of the demons. And now some of these reptiles had scuttled back over the city walls, and were perched on the inside, sniping at the demons who were coming into the city—but why was there no larger counter-attack from the dwarves? Surely these damned units were not the only weapons the dwarves planned to use? 

	On one of the stockades near Grakk’n, a mechanical gecko fired its last bolt. The projectile—as accurately shot as any of the others it had loosed—buried itself in the back of a whooping demon warrior, cutting his war cries abruptly short and causing his body to explode in a shower of ice shards. 

	Grakk’n watched the gecko’s reloading mechanism closely, noting that no more bolts were being fed into the arm.

	“Get the steel beast!” he roared, pointing at the gecko. “It cannot shoot any more! Tear it off the wall, and rip it to pieces!” 

	A couple of demons near the gecko jumped up onto the wall and started scurrying up it, like cockroaches. 

	“Not so powerful now that you can’t pick us off from a distance, eh?” growled Grakk’n as he watched his warriors racing up the barricades towards the gecko. 

	Then, however, something happened that took the demon commander by surprise. Instead of trying to flee, the mechanical gecko charged straight at the demons who were coming for it, as if they were flies on the wall and it was feeding time. The gecko moved with surprising speed, and as the closest demon got to it, the gecko lunged forward with its head, opening its steel jaws wide … and then clamping them shut with vicious power over the demon’s skull. The demon’s now-headless body dropped off the wall, and the gecko then spit the creature’s severed head out of its mouth. 

	As another demon scurried around the rear of the gecko, trying to position himself behind it for a backstab maneuver, the tail—with its silver-coated spikes—lashed out with surprising power, smashing the demon off the wall and sending him flying, with his black blood spurting in jets from the puncture wounds the spikes had inflicted. 

	“Grr!” roared Grakk’n as he watched the critter slaughtering his warriors. “More troops! Catch the blasted creature, catch it you fools!” 

	More demons were streaming in through the hole in the gates, but now that Grakk’n was inside the city, he realized that there was no more need for a battering ram; he could simply open the gates from the inside. 

	A huge cross-beam had been put across the doors to bar them from the inside. Grakk’n, with his mighty strength, was able to lift it up and toss it aside. And then, grunting and groaning with effort, he started to haul open the doors. It would have been easier and quicker if he still had his cave troll slaves to do this, but he was powerful enough to get the job done on his own, even if it did take him a good five minutes. 

	Once he got the gates fully cleared, demon warriors were able to storm the city en-masse. As Grakk’n pushed the final door fully, and a thick mass of demons started to charge in, the Factory Core knew that this was the moment it had been waiting for. 

	The moment to deploy one of the deadliest weapons it had built thus far. 

	And as a mass of demons surged into the city, they were met with something that took them completely off-guard … and decimated their numbers. 

	



CHAPTER 18

	The Factory Core felt what it assumed to be a rush of excitement. Finally, the time had come for it to test out another of its new inventions. The Factory Core had, during the skirmishes and battles it had observed in the tunnels, witnessed just how effective the dwarves’ gunpowder-based artillery had been against the demons: their muskets, which fired silver-coated balls, and the cannons especially, with their silver-coated grapeshot. 

	The weakness of these weapons, however, had been their operators. Dwarves, like humans, elves, or any other biological entity, had limits on how quickly and efficiently they could fire, load and reload such weapons. 

	The Factory Core had no such flaws. Also, since being given license to cannibalize the city’s structures, the Core had essentially been presented with an almost unlimited selection of machinery—especially in the various workshops scattered throughout Karak-Drang—that it could use and adapt to its needs. 

	Immediately facing the gates, on the inside of the city, was a four floor building that had formerly been the City Watch barracks. This had proven to be an ideal site for the Factory Core to set up a defense system which it planned to kick into action as soon as the city gates were breached, which had just happened. 

	When the dwarven army had evacuated the Below World, they had—on Bomfrey’s orders—left behind a great number of their cannons and muskets for the Core to use in its defense of the city. It had requisitioned a few hundred of these muskets, and a good few dozen cannons too, in the City Watch barracks, which had now essentially been converted into a four floor wall of pure firepower. 

	Each window in the building’s top three floors was packed with muskets, all held together in a cage-like steel frame, with pivoting and swiveling arms that allowed each musket to be individually aimed at a target instead of simply blasting out shots in random directions. Like the many mechanical geckoes, each of these muskets was controlled by the vast mind of the Factory Core, like the limbs of a giant squid. 

	They would be triggered in a sequence that the Core had predetermined to be most effective for continuous firing and reloading. Each musket in the window would shoot half a second after the one before it, which meant that by the time the final musket in the cage had been fired, the first one was already reloaded and ready to go again—which meant that a pretty much constant state of firing could be maintained. Together, the hundreds of muskets in the top three floors of the barracks had thus become like a Gatling gun, firing thousands of rounds per minute … except that each one of these rapid-fire shots would be individually aimed at a target.

	Then, on the ground floor of the barracks awaited the cannons. Because they were so large, there were only two per window. But again, the Factory Core had set them up in such a way that they were detonated in a sequence that allowed the first cannon to be fully reloaded and ready to blast by the time the last one had unleashed its charge of silver-coated grapeshot. 

	Because the process of reloading a cannon took a lot longer than that of a musket, the rate of fire for the cannons could not be as rapid as the muskets’. Each cannon discharged five seconds after the one before it. Even so, this provided a tremendously destructive rate of fire.

	Grakk’n had just opened the gates when he saw the wooden window shutters of the large barracks, which was a mere thirty yards away, all fly open at once. And he knew that whatever was about to come out of those windows was not going to be friendly. 

	An abandoned hay cart lay in the street near him, and as the guns opened up with their withering fire, he dived under it and flipped it up on its side, using it as a shield. He roared with fury and frustration as he watched swathes of his warriors being cut down by the thunderous, machine-gun-like fire of the hundreds of muskets, and the booming crashes of the cannons, which blasted their shotgun-like grapeshot loads into the mass of charging demons, blowing them to shreds and cutting them to ribbons. 

	Grakk’n knew that he had to take out those pains in the neck … but how? 

	The answer came to him like one of the many explosions that were bursting out of those barrels. Gunpowder. He would use the very thing that was powering these weapons to destroy them. Fight fire with fire, right?

	Although demons knew almost nothing about gunpowder, seeing as they possessed little in the way of alchemical skills or intelligence, Grakk’n—as a demon commander—was gifted with far bigger brains than the average minion. He had witnessed the dwarves’ gunpowder-based machines in action, and knew just how deadly they were. He also had a basic understanding of how these weapons worked; they required a strange, gray-black powder, which, when touched with flame, exploded. 

	He had seen the barrels the dwarves carried around to supply their gunpowder-based units … and had noted how careful they were with these containers, keeping them far away from any open flames or sparks. And if one handful of this strange powder was enough to detonate a musket, and a few cupfuls to generate an explosion that could power a cannon … then if a few barrels of this stuff could be made to burst, it would bring the whole building down for certain. 

	Staying behind the overturned cart, watching his troops get mowed down by the hundreds, Grakk’n called out for his wraiths. If they could get their magic inside the barracks, and direct jets of flame right into the barrels of gunpowder that had to be stored in there to keep the hundreds of firearms continually going, he could cause an explosion that would blow up the whole building, and essentially destroy everything in it.

	The problem was, of course, getting the wraiths to a point where they could actually cast their streams of fire into the structure and at the stores of gunpowder inside it. There was no way at all to approach the barracks from the front; anyone who did would be torn to shreds long before they got within even twenty yards. 

	Peering through a crack in the cart, Grakk’n stared for a while at the building and the others next to it. On the right of the barracks was a large house that looked like it had been a blacksmith’s workshop. Due to the constant heat in there, large windows had been placed, one of which looked out over the barracks and seemed to have a clear view of some of its openings. If Grakk’n could get a few wraiths in there, that might be their ticket to getting rid of that nuisance. 

	In front of the blacksmith’s was a sewer grate. A light bulb went off in Grakk’n’s head. The sewers! That’s how they would do it; first into the sewers, then out from the grate, and into the shop. Sure, some of the wraiths would probably be cut up as they rushed inside, but Grakk’n didn’t care about that. As long as he could get one of them in position to shoot into the barracks, that would be worth the sacrifice. 

	He dragged the cart back to the gates, keeping himself shielded from the withering, ceaseless barrage of fire, and then retreated outside of the city, where he found cover from both the mechanical geckoes on the walls and the firing from the barracks. 

	“Wraiths!” he bellowed. “To me!”

	A number of wraiths heeded his call from the massed ranks of the demon army. 

	“Find the sewer outlet!” growled Grakk’n. “Find it, and when you’ve found it, call me! Go!” 

	The wraiths drifted off to carry out this order.

	After a few minutes, one of them came back with excellent news. It had found Karak-Drang’s sewer outlet, which emptied out into an underground river around a mile and a half from the city walls. 

	Grakk’n gathered a number of wraiths, and then they all entered the sewers, with the wraiths’ evil green fire lighting the way through the dark tunnels. Grakk’n was determined to bring down the barracks building, and he was willing to do whatever it took. 

	“We do not leave these sewers until the mission has been successful! Do you all understand this?” he growled. 

	“We do, master,” hissed the wraiths. 

	“Good,” he rumbled. “Then follow me. Tonight, we destroy this city!”

	



CHAPTER 19

	“This weapon of the Dwarves sounds like a mighty creation,” said King Pavanir, stroking his long, grey beard with his hand, which was adorned with many rings of precious metals and gemstones. “Yes, mighty indeed.”

	“I have observed it with my own eyes, your grace,” said Ser Greenfield, “and witnessed its power. If we could bring it under our control, we could use it to build an empire the likes of which have never been seen.”

	King Pavanir, ruler of the city of Merador, nodded slowly. He was old now, in his seventies, but age had not robbed him of his ambition. Or of his desire to wage war and expand the sphere of his influence beyond the walls of his city-state. He and Ser Greenfield were meeting in the private chambers of his keep, a great stone castle which stood on a high hill, overlooking the whole city of Merador. 

	Inside the king’s chambers stood suits of steel armor, while rich and colorful tapestries hung from the walls. Torches burned in their sconces, and the two men’s voices echoed in the high, vaulted ceilings as they talked.

	“For too long have our rivals wielded power,” said King Pavanir, his blue eyes burning with determination. “As one of the smaller cities of Men, we have not been able to match their armies in the field. But with a weapon like this one you speak of, we could not only even the odds, which have always been stacked against us, we could turn those odds to be in our favor.” 

	“This was my first thought too, your grace, when the dwarven archwright was showing me the machine, and telling me of its potential. All we have to do, your grace, is figure out how to bring it under our thumb.”

	King Pavanir frowned, the lines of his face deepening. “These cursed dwarves now sleep in the crypts beneath my city. I was reluctant to grant them my aid, but their offer of gold was most generous. Yes, most generous indeed. Is there some way, Ser Greenfield, that we could use our newly-stuffed treasury to acquire that secret dwarven weapon?” 

	Ser Greenfield thought about this for a while. “The dwarves would never sell it to us, I know that much. Well, at least the ones who control it wouldn’t.”

	“The ones who control it? I thought that this thing had a mind of its own.”

	“Yes, your grace, this creation does possess a conscience of sorts. It is imbued with the minds and souls of many ancient heroes, all operating as one super-mind, as such. But some of the dwarves—like Archwright Bomfrey and his inner circle—are able to communicate directly with the mind of the weapon.”

	“And you do not think they could be persuaded to part with it?”

	“No your grace, I do not. Especially Bomfrey. He is the closest to the weapon. Indeed, he regards it almost as his son, and seems to see himself as something of a father figure, as strange as this is. I do not think that any members of his inner circle could be bribed either. However, there is one among the dwarves who we could perhaps persuade to come over to our side and assist us.”

	“And who might that be, Ser Greenfield?”

	“The general of the Dwarven Army, your grace,” answered Ser Greenfield with a smile. “A dwarf called General Khazum. He dislikes this invention and views it with disdain and distrust. He believes that it is capable of turning against the dwarves, and making war on them.”

	Now King Pavanir looked concerned. “And what if we used this thing, and it turned on us?”

	“Bomfrey and his colleagues seem to think that this is an unlikely possibility, your grace,” answered Ser Greenfield. “And I would trust them far more than I would trust General Khazum’s assessment. However, I believe that the real reason he hates the weapon is out of a far more selfish reason.”

	“And what might that be?”

	Ser Greenfield smirked as he answered. “Jealousy, your grace. Simple jealousy, and envy, that this sentient structure, this ‘Factory Core’, as the dwarves call it, is better at fighting demons than he and his soldiers are.”

	King Pavanir chuckled, and his laughter rippled the shimmering royal blue robe in which he was clad, and rocked the large gold crown on his head. 

	“These base emotions make men, and dwarves, so easy to manipulate,” said the king with a dark smile. “Jealousy is like rage, it impairs one’s judgment immensely. Good, good … I am glad you noticed this, Ser Greenfield. With a secret ally among the dwarves, especially one motivated by such a primitive, fierce emotion as jealousy, we have a good chance of nabbing that device for ourselves. Go and talk to this General Khazum, Ser. Do not make your intentions too obvious at first, of course. Just get a feel for whether he could be bribed and brought over to us.”

	“I will do this, your grace,” said Ser Greenfield with a bow. 

	***

	The next day, General Khazum awoke with a hangover—as he had since arriving in the crypts of Merador. Like all the dwarves, he had had to leave everything but the most essential of his belongings behind in Karak-Drang. Unlike most dwarves, however, he was used to sleeping rough, and sleeping on the hard ground; he had, after all, been a soldier, away on various military campaigns, for most of his life. It wasn’t the lack of luxury around him, the loss of many valuable possessions and treasures, or the fact that he was sleeping on the ground that bothered him. No, it was the loss of dignity that made him drink himself to sleep every night. 

	His primary task, as general of the Dwarven Army, his main mission, had been to protect their civilization. And in this task, he had failed miserably. 

	Many of his military officers had, in the days since the dwarven population had settled into the crypts of Merador, drifted away from the general, shifting their loyalty more to Bomfrey and the inventors, realizing that this camp would have more sway with King Odok-Kram, and that when the Demon War was over, the Factory Core would likely play a major role in the dwarven military … perhaps even lead it. 

	General Khazum hated this idea; he did not want to be made irrelevant by what was essentially a machine—even if it was a sentient, hyper-intelligent machine—and he did not want to see the old ways and tactics of dwarven fighting die. 

	The more he thought about the Factory Core, the more he despised it—and the more he hated the man who had been the architect of the Core’s creation: Archwright Bomfrey. 

	One dwarf who had remained loyal to General Khazum was the one soldier who had survived the skirmish in which Grakk’n had turned the dwarves’ own cannons against them: Sergeant Balion, with his immensely valuable mithril vest. Like Khazum, Balion was fiercely devoted to the old ways, and abhorred seeing time-honored traditions pushed aside by a dwarf-made device. 

	Together, the two of them drank themselves into oblivion every night, complaining about Bomfrey and the Core, and just generally feeling miserable about their situation and the failure of the Dwarven Army to effectively repel the invasion. 

	Today, though, the pair of them had an unusual visitor: Ser Greenfield. 

	Having to make an alliance with Men was another reason why General Khazum was so bitter about this whole situation. He had personally fought in battles against them, and to now have to beg for their help made him feel completely humiliated. The last person he wanted to see at this point was a human, but he realized that he was not exactly in a position to refuse to meet with his host. Thus, when Ser Greenfield came looking for him, General Khazum had to bite the bullet and accept his request. 

	“Why have you come to see me?” asked General Khazum when Ser Greenfield entered his chamber—a room in the crypt that had once served as a tomb for plague victims, the walls of which were stacked with skeletons. 

	“General,” said Ser Greenfield with a disarming smile, “I realize that this is not a situation you wish to be in. Believe me, I understand. If I had been forced, due to circumstances beyond my control, to make alliances with my former enemies, I too would be less than pleased.”

	“You still haven’t answered General Khazum’s question, Ser,” said Sergeant Balion, suspicion glinting in his eyes. “Why are you here? Can you not see that the rest of our people have flocked to Bomfrey and his damn engineers? Why don’t you just leave us alone and go join the rest of them in praising him about his cursed weapon.”

	“I came to you two,” answered Ser Greenfield smoothly, “because I am like the two of you. I am a traditional warrior, a fan of customs. And yes, I realize that the traditions of Men and those of Dwarves are different … but we have more in common than you may think. Yes, you prefer to fight with battle-axes, on foot, and we Men favor horses, swords and lances … but the common factor is that of a living, breathing soldier, with a heart that pumps blood through his veins, and a brain that obeys orders. Wouldn’t you agree, General Khazum?” 

	Khazum didn’t like this man, yet he couldn’t help but notice that his views were similar to Greenfield’s. 

	“Yes, yes,” he said, warming up to the knight somewhat. “What you say is true, Ser. The old ways, whether of Men or Dwarves, are the noble ways, the honorable ways. There is no honor in allowing a machine to fight your battles for you.”

	“None at all,” agreed Ser Greenfield. “In fact, my fellow knights, who I have told about this Factory Core, think that it is a terribly cowardly way to engage in warfare. I mean no disrespect to you, general, by saying this. I know how bravely you and your warriors fought against the Demon Horde, and how fiercely your soldiers battled in the tunnels, giving their lives and blood to stop the advance of the demonic forces. What can a machine, a structure, know of these things? How can a factory understand what it is to sacrifice one’s life for one’s people? That … that thing doesn’t even have a people! It’s just a construct of stone, metal and wood!”

	General Khazum’s hands curled into tight fists as Ser Greenfield spoke, and after the knight finished talking the general nodded in agreement, his jaw set tight. 

	“Aye,” Khazum muttered. “It is a cowardly way, and it makes a mockery of my warriors, who sacrificed everything against the demons. It brings great dishonor on my people.” 

	“Sadly it does, in a way,” said Ser Greenfield sympathetically. “But I just wanted you to know that some of us remember who the real heroes of the Dwarves are. We are all warriors, are we not? My knights, your dwarven warriors … even though we were once enemies, we can at least respect the fact that we all fought hard in the wars we engaged in, that we were all brave and strong, willing to face any dangers in the defense of our people. I think that we can agree on these things, yes?”

	General Khazum nodded. “Aye, it is as you say, Ser. We were enemies, yes, but I can respect any warrior who has courageous blood running through his veins, and a stout heart beating in his chest.”

	“And we extend that respect to you, General Khazum, and those of your warriors who remain loyal to you.”

	“Thank you, Ser,” said General Khazum. It was strange, he thought; he was beginning to actually like this human. He had never expected to find a kindred spirit among his former foes. But now, with so many of his people, and his own troops even, having turned their backs on the old ways in favor of this new, strange technology, he had been finding himself isolated, and jaded. Now, it seemed like he had made a friend. An unlikely one, but a friend nonetheless. 

	“Ser Greenfield,” said General Khazum. “Do you enjoy beer, ale and wine?” 

	Ser Greenfield grinned. “I do, General. As do many of my knights.” 

	“Perhaps you would like to drink with us one night, Ser? We could share war stories, talk of battles and military campaigns … fought by real warriors of flesh, blood and bone … not some soulless machine.” 

	The smile on Ser Greenfield’s face broadened; General Khazum was playing right into his hands. “That would be most excellent, General Khazum,” he said. “But not down here in the darkness of the crypts. You and some of your loyal warriors should come up to the city, and myself and my knights can show you a few of our famous pubs. We have beers, ales and wines from all over the world. I’m sure a warrior of such refined taste and experience as yourself could appreciate everything our city has to offer.”

	“Indeed, Ser, indeed,” said General Khazum. “I would like to see Merador. We dwarves are underground creatures, that much is true, but these crypts under your city are nothing like our magnificent Below World—as you have seen yourself, when you visited Karak-Drang. It is gloomy and damp here, and I wouldn’t mind getting up above the ground to get some fresh air.”

	“Done,” said Ser Greenfield cheerfully. “I’ll send some of my knights this evening to escort you and your most trusted warriors to some of Merador’s finest pubs. Yes, I will meet you this evening for a few pints of our choicest ales and beers, and many war stories!” 

	For the first time in a long time, General Khazum smiled. “That sounds like the makings of a fine evening, Ser.”

	



CHAPTER 20

	“Akzad! Akzad, are you in there?”

	The urgent voice coming from outside the crypt room was that of Archwright Bomfrey. Surprised that he was calling on him at this hour, Chiefwright Akzad put his book down, looked up from his makeshift desk—a crude table, shoved into the small crypt room that would be his home for the next few months—and got up. 

	“I’m coming, Bomfrey, I’m coming, hold on,” grumbled Akzad, annoyed to have his reading time disturbed. He trudged over to the door, which wasn’t really a door but rather a curtain that had been hung in the crypt room’s doorway to at least give Akzad a measure of privacy. 

	Akzad pulled the curtain aside, and saw Bomfrey standing there in a black hooded cloak, with his travel boots on. Perplexed, Akzad frowned and looked at Bomfrey with his head askance. 

	“Archwright, you are dressed for traveling, but it is late! Close to midnight, is it not?” 

	“Get your cloak and put your boots on,” said Bomfrey gruffly. “We’re going up to Merador.” 

	Akzad frowned, wondering what on earth had gotten into Bomfrey. “Going up to Merador?” he asked, his frown intensifying, his voice laden with confusion. “But, whatever for? Why would we want to go up into that dirty city of Men, especially now, at this late hour? From what I’ve heard, the streets will be crawling with drunks, thieves, pickpockets, rogues … even murderers. These Men are not law-abiding like we Dwarves are, Bomfrey. Many criminals and ruffians live among them. I … I don’t know why you want to do this, but I must say that I do not think it is a good idea. Neither you nor I are warriors, and as Dwarves, these criminals might see us as easy targets, and—”

	Archwright Bomfrey opened his cloak, revealing two flintlock pistols tucked into his belt. 

	“I may not be a warrior,” he said with a cheeky smile, “but I’ve shot pistols before, and at a few paces, you don’t need to be a great shot to hit as large a target as a Man. Don’t worry about rogues and thieves. The criminals of Men are cowards. If they see these, they’ll go away; if we run into problems, the mere sight of these pistols will probably get us out of trouble. We won’t even need to fire them.”

	Akzad still looked doubtful. “Well, that may be true,” he said warily, “but I still don’t understand why you would even want to do this in the first place. What is there in that dirty city above that you want to see anyway, especially now? Ser Greenfield did say that if we wanted to go on a tour of Merador, he would send an escort of knights to show us around. Can we not just speak to him in the morning and do that instead?”

	Bomfrey shook his head, and then reached into one of the pockets of his cloak. From it, he pulled out a soul gem. One that had been cut in half. Akzad stared at the jewel in surprise. 

	“That is one of the soul gems we used in the Factory Core!” he exclaimed. “Well, half of it anyway. Where’s the other half? And why do you have this in your possession?”

	“The other half,” answered Bomfrey, “is still in the Factory Core, fused to the structure. I secretly cut the gem and took this piece with me when we evacuated Karak-Drang. It is a link to the Core.”

	“Well yes, it is, in a way, but it is a useless link. What can you do with it?”

	Bomfrey’s mysterious smile broadened. “It is not what I can do with it, but what a wizard can.” 

	“A … a wizard?” asked Akzad, surprised. “There is a wizard in Merador?” 

	Bomfrey nodded. “Randor the Red,” he answered. “Although here, he goes by the name ‘Randolph’, disguising himself as an old cobbler. I did some research, and this ‘Randolph’ is indeed Randor the Red.”

	“I thought that Randor was killed by the Dark One when Randor’s tower was destroyed by the wraiths and their fire wyrms.” 

	“So did many,” answered Bomfrey. “But Randor survived. He was almost killed, and his powers were greatly diminished; however, he survived. He has been living here undercover for decades, slowly rebuilding his powers. One day, he will reveal himself as Randor the Red, but not yet. Anyway, that is not our concern. We need his powers. With this half of the soul gem, he will be able to create a link to the Factory Core, and through a Seeing Crystal, we will then be able to see what the Factory Core sees.”

	The look on Akzad’s face changed from one of confusion and wariness to one of excitement. “Brilliant!” he exclaimed. “Excellent work, Bomfrey, as always. I should never have questioned your motives. Give me a minute; let me get my cloak and boots.”

	“Make sure you wear a hooded cloak,” said Bomfrey. “Secrecy is of the utmost importance. We do not want either Dwarves or Men to know what it is we are doing, or who it is we are off to meet at this hour.” 

	“I understand. Neither our king nor the ruler of Merador would be happy to know that we are associating with a wizard.” 

	“Yes,” agreed Bomfrey. “And I’m sure that ‘Randolph’ does not want to have his true identity revealed. He will certainly not want to be seen with Dwarves. That would cause a number of people to become very suspicious about who he really is, no doubt.”

	As Akzad was putting on his cloak and boots, a notion struck him. “There is one issue I cannot help but bring up,” he said to Bomfrey.

	“And what might that be, Akzad?” 

	“Well, why would Randor even want to help us? Surely he is too concerned with rebuilding his strengths to assist us?” 

	Archwright Bomfrey dug in his pockets again, and took out a small leather pouch, which he dropped onto Akzad’s desk. “Have a look in there,” he said. 

	Akzad opened the pouch and turned it upside down on his desk. What fell out of it caused him to gasp with surprise, and his eyes grew as wide as saucers. 

	“Mithril ingots!” he gasped, staring at the numerous little lumps of mithril, each the size of a sugar cube. “These are worth … they are worth a fortune! Where did you get them?” 

	“Family heirlooms,” answered Bomfrey. “I have more, but I am willing to part with a few of them for a cause such as this. And we all know how much wizards love mithril.”

	“Indeed, indeed … Randor will be most eager to help us in return for a reward such as this,” said Akzad as he put the mithril ingots back into the pouch. “Best keep this safe, though,” he said as he handed it back to Bomfrey. “I’m sure many of the rogues of Merador would slip daggers between our ribs very quickly if they knew what we were carrying. And if they did know what was in this pouch, then even those pistols of yours wouldn’t do much to deter them.”

	“And that’s why we’re going straight to Randor’s house,” said Bomfrey. “Come, are you ready?” 

	Akzad pulled the hood over his head. “I’m ready,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

	He and Bomfrey made their way quietly up through the crypts, emerging onto the streets of Merador. The muddy streets were lit with lanterns, and from many taverns and pubs drunkards staggered, laughed and yelled, while in the shadows of alleys, ominous figures skulked. 

	“Come Akzad,” said Bomfrey. “We must not linger here. This way.” 

	They walked briskly through the streets, staying attentive and keeping their eyes peeled for any signs of danger. It was after they had traveled a few blocks, though, that Akzad noticed they were being followed. 

	“There are four rough-looking fellows trailing us,” hissed Akzad as he and Bomfrey ducked down a side alley. “I don’t like the look of them.” 

	“We’re almost there,” whispered Bomfrey in response. “Just down this alley here to the right. We’ll find Randor’s—”

	As they turned the corner into the alley, they almost collided with a tall, broad-shouldered man who was standing in their way. He was holding a cutlass, and was dressed in rough, smelly clothes and his ugly face was heavily-scarred. He grinned evilly, staring down at the two dwarves with menace in his eyes. 

	“Where are two dwarves headed at this time of night?” the man asked. 

	“That’s none of your business,” said Bomfrey, trying to sound brave and confident. “Now stand aside and let us pass.” 

	“This here’s our alley,” said the man, twirling his cutlass, “and if you want to walk through it, you pay us a toll.”

	“Us?” asked Bomfrey defiantly. “I only see one of you.”

	At that moment, the four men who had been following Akzad and Bomfrey through the streets came up behind them, blocking off any chance of retreat. The men all opened their cloaks and drew their own weapons. Some had cudgels, some had long daggers, and some had cutlasses. 

	“Me and my friends,” growled the rogue. “We own this alley. And we’re telling you, short-ass, that you’re going to pay us a toll.” He lifted his blade and pressed the point of it into Bomfrey’s throat. 

	“Do you understand, shorty?” he rasped. “Pay up now, or you die.”

	



CHAPTER 21

	“Easy now, easy,” said Bomfrey, his heart hammering with fear. 

	“Empty your pockets, short-ass, and do it quickly,” snarled the scar-faced rogue. “You’d best drop everything you’re carrying on the ground before I count to ten. Otherwise this here alley will be your final resting place … ever. Now do it! One, two, three…”

	Bomfrey’s mind was a mess of confusion and fear. Should he try to draw the pistols and fight off the rogues? There were five of them, though, and he only had two shots. And this man looked like a killer; if he even suspected that Bomfrey had pistols on him, he might simply run him through with his cutlass before he could even draw the guns. But giving the soul gem and the mithril to these thugs would be unthinkable. Bomfrey froze, paralyzed with indecision and panic. 

	“Six, seven, eight, nine … you’re not emptying your pockets, you little bastard!” snarled the rogue, pushing the point of his cutlass in firmer, so that it broke Bomfrey’s skin and caused a trickle of blood to run down his throat. “Do it this bloody instant, or I’m sticking my blade right through your fat little throat! Nine and a half, te—”

	“What’s going on out here?!” demanded a new voice. It sounded aged, yet it carried a weight of strength and confidence. 

	The rogues looked up the alley and saw an old man dressed in a brown robe, with a long grey beard, and long gray hair. He was leaning his meager frame on a big, gnarled walking stick. 

	“None of your business, you old git,” snarled the thug. “Now move along before we decide to leave your headless corpse in this alley too.” 

	“I suggest you move along and leave those dwarves alone,” said the old man with menace in his voice. “All of you. Go!” 

	The thugs laughed brashly, and one of them started walking with purpose in his stride towards the old man, swinging his weapon in his grimy hand. 

	“I’m going to teach you a lesson, grandpa,” rasped the rogue. “The last lesson you’ll ever learn. You’ll sleep in hell tonight, you stupid—”

	The old man calmly raised his walking stick, and the thug flew back through the air, as if punched by a cave troll. He landed in a crumpled heap at the other end of the alley, stunned and groaning with pain. The rogue who was holding his cutlass to Bomfrey’s throat turned and made as if to charge the old man, but with a contemptuous flick of his staff, the old man used the same invisible force to hurl this man twenty feet up into the air. The thug screamed as he fell back down earthwards, and crashed onto the cobbled stone floor of the alley. 

	The rest of the thugs realized that this was no mere elder they were facing, and they turned tail and fled. 

	Bomfrey and Akzad, meanwhile, breathed out sighs of relief. Their hands were shaking from fright, and they still felt at least partially frozen by panic. The stranger—who they were certain now was the wizard Randor—walked up to them, looking them up and down with his keenly intelligent blue eyes, which were nestled below bushy grey eyebrows. 

	“Well, well, look what we have here,” he said amicably. “It’s not too often that we see dwarves in the streets of Merador.” 

	“Thank you for helping us,” said Bomfrey, his voice still shaky. 

	“It was nothing,” said the old man with a shrug. “Those scumbags were puny enemies, hardly worth my time. I’m Randolph, a simple cobbler, by the way. May I have the pleasure of your names, master dwarves?” 

	Akzad and Bomfrey looked at each other, and a quick smile passed between them; this confirmed their suspicion. 

	“I am Archwright Bomfrey of Karak-Drang, and this is Chiefwright Akzad, also of the city of Karak-Drang. And we have come to see you … Randor the Red.”

	The wizard’s eyes widened with surprise. “How do you … I mean, um, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he spluttered. “Randor the Red? Who is that? I’m—”

	Bomfrey took the leather pouch out of his pocket and pulled an ingot of mithril out, holding it in the palm of his hand. The precious metal gleamed invitingly in the moonlight. As soon as Randolph—or, rather, Randor the Red—laid his eyes on the mithril, they almost popped out of their sockets. 

	“My word!” he exclaimed. “Is that…?”

	“Mithril, yes,” answered Bomfrey. “And there’s more of it in this pouch. All of it will be yours, Randor, if you agree to help us.” 

	Randor swallowed slowly; there was no point in trying to keep up his act of secrecy now. 

	“Come,” he said, “we’ll talk in my house. Such things should not be discussed where there are unfriendly ears to hear them.”

	He led the dwarves down the alley, and then walked into a small, unassuming-looking cottage nestled among some taller buildings. 

	“In here, master dwarves,” he said. “You two are lucky I went out to look for my cat when I did … ah, and there he is!” 

	A scruffy-looking grey tomcat wandered in off the street, ignoring the dwarves, and strolled casually into the wizard’s cottage. After the dwarves and the cat were inside, Randor closed and bolted the door behind them, and set his staff down next to the door. 

	“It’s a rough neighborhood, this one,” he said. “As you two found out. But it’s good for secrecy, which is of the utmost importance to me right now. Come, sit, sit,” he said, pointing to a crude wooden dining table, around which there were a few roughly-made chairs. 

	The dwarves sat down at the table, and so did the wizard and his cat. 

	“Let me get straight to the point, Randor,” said Bomfrey, emptying out his leather pouch onto the table, so that Randor could see just how much mithril was going to be his if he agreed to help the dwarves. “My inventors, engineers and myself designed and built a weapon … a revolutionary weapon, one that may change the way wars are fought. It’s currently fighting against the Demon Horde in our city, Karak-Drang, which we had to abandon in the face of the demon invasion.” 

	Bomfrey went on to tell Randor about the Factory Core in detail. The wizard was fascinated to hear about it, and very interested in the Core’s potential. In exchange for the mithril, he agreed to help Bomfrey and Akzad. 

	“It has been a while since I last used my old Seeing Crystal,” Randor said. “In fact, I haven’t called on its powers since it warned me of the arrival of the fire wyrms and allowed me to escape from my tower with my life. But I always knew there would come a day when it would serve me well again. Let me have the soul gem, please, and I’ll cast the spell that will link the Seeing Crystal to your Factory Core.”

	Bomfrey handed Randor the soul gem, and the wizard held it in his left hand while he placed his right on the Seeing Crystal, which was a large, clear crystal ball. Randor began to mutter a long spell, using the words of an ancient language, and as he did, both the soul gem and the Seeing Crystal started to glow. The light started as a dim, dark blue glimmer, but grew in intensity as Randor spoke the words of the spell until, after a few minutes, the soul gem and the Seeing Crystal were both shining with a bright, electric blue light. 

	Then, suddenly, the Crystal was no longer clear. Instead, inside the ball, the astonished dwarves could observe Karak-Drang, as it was currently being seen through the many eyes of the Factory Core. 

	“A great battle is raging,” murmured Bomfrey, staring at the Seeing Crystal. “And if the Factory Core does not prevail … our whole world will be lost.”

	



CHAPTER 22

	The Factory Core was pleased with the damage the wall of muskets and cannons was inflicting on the Demon Horde, but it knew that it could not rely on this defense to completely stem the tide of the invaders. For one thing, the numbers of their army were far too vast. And secondly, but just as crucially, gunpowder was a limited resource. 

	The dwarves had left behind many barrels for the Factory Core to use, but even so, turning the entire City Watch barracks into one giant dragon’s mouth, with hundreds of arms firing non-stop, was consuming the precious explosive at a prodigious rate. The Factory Core had performed a number of precise calculations, and had figured out that the barrage from the barracks would only last about half an hour before the supply ran out. 

	Still, during that half hour of ceaseless, accurate firing, the Factory Core knew it could deal massive damage to the enemy. Perhaps not enough to make them turn and run, but certainly enough to seriously slow down their assault. 

	The onslaught from the barracks had been going on for almost fifteen minutes now, and, as the Factory Core had predicted, the stores of gunpowder had been used up to the point where only half remained. Which meant it had another fifteen minutes before it would have to fall back on another plan. 

	The Factory Core’s super-mind continued to control the mechanical geckoes while all of this was going on. They had all spent their ice-enchanted arrows, and were now fighting in close combat, using their claws, tails and teeth as weapons. 

	Even though the geckoes were powerful, if one got cut off from the others, the demons would soon swarm over it, using the sheer weight of their numbers to overwhelm the mechanical creature. Once they had gotten hold of one, they would rip its tail off, tear its jaws out of their hinges, and pull its legs out of their sockets, leaving it a useless, immobile lump of broken metal. 

	While the geckoes were putting up a stiff resistance, more and more of them were getting isolated from each other and were being swarmed over and overrun by demons. One by one, the many eyes of the Factory Core—which was viewing the unfolding battle through its creations—were going blind. 

	The Factory Core, however, still had plenty of tricks up its sleeve. The geckoes and the City Watch barracks were simply the vanguard troops of this fight for Karak-Drang. The Core had known that they would eventually be overrun, and it had prepared many more surprises for the invaders. And, after the barracks ran out of gunpowder, it would be time to shift to the next phase of its strategy. 

	All of a sudden, however, something happened that the Factory Core could not have anticipated. It detected fire entering the barracks. Hurriedly sending one of the last remaining mechanical geckoes to scurry high up to gain a vantage point on the city wall to check what was happening, the Factory Core scrambled to process this new, unexpected information. 

	What it saw through the gecko’s eyes caused it no small measure of consternation; it learned that, somehow, wraiths had gotten into the blacksmith’s forge next to the City Watch barracks, and were pouring streams of magical fire into the side of the barracks … and they were aiming at the barrels of gunpowder. 

	Without hesitation, the Factory Core commanded the gecko to attack the wraiths. They had to be stopped; if their fire found the barrels and lit one up, it would set off a chain reaction and detonate every single keg in there—and blow the whole barracks sky high, completely destroying the defense system. 

	The gecko jumped off the wall and charged at the blacksmith’s forge. But then, out of the front door of the forge stepped Grakk’n. 

	The mechanical creature paused for a moment, not having expected to encounter this foe. However, it quickly realized how crucial every second was and that the commander was probably trying to buy time. So it charged at Grakk’n, ducking under his blade at the last minute and whipping its spiked tail at his legs. The huge demon was surprisingly agile for his bulk, and he sprang over the whipping club and brought his blade down in a whistling arc, aiming to sever the gecko’s head from its body. 

	It too was swift and nimble, though, and it rolled quickly forward, evading the attempted attack and raking its claws across Grakk’n’s ribs as it came out of the roll. The strike would have been deadly had Grakk’n not been wearing dragon-bone armor. The gecko’s claws glanced harmlessly off the breastplate, and Grakk’n whipped his blade around in a backhand swing that caught the gecko on the top of its head. 

	The powerful blow crushed the beast’s metal skull, effectively killing it. And as its vision faded out, the last sight it transmitted to the Factory Core was a gigantic explosion, as the wraiths’ fire streams finally made contact with a barrel, which—as predicted—set off a huge chain reaction, resulting in a gargantuan blast that blew the whole barracks up, and sent bricks and bits of shattered cannons flying out in all directions. 

	Grakk’n was hurled through the air from the force of the explosion, and was thrown all the way down the street, crashing into a small guard hut, which he completely flattened. Thanks to his armor he wasn’t killed, but he had the wind knocked out of him, and ended up completely stunned and dazed. 

	After a few minutes, when he started to get his senses back, he staggered to his feet, still groggy and disoriented, and saw that the massive clouds of billowing dust and smoke were clearing. And through this clearing of smoke, he caught a sight that filled him with vicious triumph: the barracks had been totally wiped off the face of the earth. Nothing remained of the super-weapon but a smoldering crater in the ground!

	“I have destroyed the dwarven weapon!” he roared to his troops outside the city. “Charge! Now we turn the rest of this city into a blackened ruin! Charge, all of you, charge!” 

	



CHAPTER 23 

	Without the withering barrage of fire to hold it back any longer, the demon army was free to storm the city gates. The Factory Core had been prepared for this eventuality, of course—just not so soon, having assumed that the barracks would have kept its rate of fire up until the gunpowder had run out. 

	It was thus time for phase two of the Factory Core’s defense plan. The Core had known that when the demon warriors broke through the city’s outer wall and began to swarm the city, a different set of tactics would be needed for the close-quarters fighting that would ensue in Karak-Drang’s narrow streets and cramped, small buildings. So it had prepared a number of weapons that were ideally suited to this purpose. 

	The first of these—that would serve as the shock troops of what would be a savage counter-attack against the invaders—were a unit that would strike terror into the hearts of all but the bravest fighters: giant spiders. 

	Like geckoes, actual living spiders had served as an inspiration for the Factory Core when it had come to designing and building its arsenal. Like geckoes, spiders were nimble and could climb many surfaces, and could move quickly and with great agility. The fact that they had eight legs was an important point noted by the Factory Core. 

	Also, the fact that spiders possessed fangs that could inject venom into their prey had been taken into account when the Core had to decide which defensive and offensive tools to equip these fast-moving melee troops with. The Core had studied demon blood and physiology from the corpses of the adversaries it had captured and killed, and had noted that their blood was very acidic. Thus, injecting a strongly alkaline substance into the demons’ bodies was a surefire way to kill them quickly. 

	The dwarves were quite fastidious when it came to cleanliness—well, dwarven women were, at least—so there were a few soap factories in Karak-Drang, and these factories owned large quantities of lye. The Factory Core used this lye to create a potently alkaline solution which its spiders could inject—via razor sharp, silver coated fangs which easily pierced demon hide—into their opponents’ bodies, which would kill them in seconds. 

	These were not the only weapons the spiders could rely on, though; like the mechanical geckoes, they too had projectile devices mounted on their backs. While it was crossbows for the former, the latter had gunpowder-based instruments: muskets modified to fit on their rear, along with quick-reloading mechanisms and stores of silver-coated musket balls and gunpowder. The explosive was stored deep inside the spiders’ abdomens, shielded from heat sources, so that the demons could not try to ignite it and thus blow them up from the inside. 

	The guns on the spiders’ backs were quite special items. They consisted of ten muskets, all welded onto a single central frame which spun around. The spiders also featured silver coated blades, like scimitars, on each of their eight legs. These units were a lot larger than the geckoes too. Since they had been designed for close-quarters combat, they were built a lot more powerfully than the geckoes had been. Each spider was larger than a big bull or buffalo, and they were designed like a tarantula, with a voluminous body and thick, powerful legs. Like the geckoes, the spiders were made of brass, bronze and steel, along with some wood. 

	Unlike the geckoes, though, they were powered by coal fires and steam; the crystals used in geckoes simply weren’t strong enough to power something as huge and as powerful as these spiders. Thus, the spiders had chimney valves on the sides of their heads which belched out spurts of black coal smoke at regular intervals, making them look even more fearsome. 

	As the demons charged through the streets of Karak-Drang, whooping and tearing down whatever they could get their claws on, while setting fire to buildings and smashing doors and windows, the Factory Core released the first wave of combat spiders. 

	The Factory Core had positioned a dozen spiders in each of the alleys nearest to the city gates, and now that these roads were swarming with tightly-packed throngs of demons, the massive mechanical spiders were perfectly positioned to wreak havoc among their ranks. 

	 The spiders charged out of the buildings in which they had been hiding and waiting to pounce. They didn’t need to open the doors and risk losing the element of surprise; they were strong enough, with their coal-powered engines and powerful piston-driven legs, to simply smash through the walls. Once out, they started laying into the demons right away, blasting with their rotating, multi-barrel muskets and slashing with their eight limbs. 

	Soon, severed demon heads and limbs were flying through the air, and the spiders were scattering warm corpses all around them. While the spiders were engaging the infernal warriors in furious hand-to-hand combat, they were also shooting them with their multi-barreled muskets, with each shot of the rotating guns blasting a silver-coated ball through a skull or torso. 

	Even with the weight of their numbers, and their ferocious fearlessness, the demons could not seem to find a way to defeat those killing machines. Before long, they were retreating in the face of their relentless assault, as the spiders attacked with brutal tirelessness, going for multiple targets at once and clearing the narrow streets of the fiends. 

	The Factory Core had positioned the spiders in a large, semi-circular area, which basically covered all of the roads in the front part of the city. Now, with spiders pushing relentlessly forward through every avenue and alley in this area, the demons were being driven back toward the city gates. Grakk’n, standing on top of the corpse of the mechanical gecko he had slain, watched with rising anger as his troops were forced back, pushed out of the streets they had just been rampaging through. 

	He noticed how much damage the enormous mechanical spiders were causing, and he knew that at this time, at least, his troops were too weary, and had taken too much abuse, to fight these new enemies effectively. They needed to retreat and regroup, rest and gain their strength back, and then launch another furious assault on the city when their energy had returned. 

	Reluctantly, he waved his sword above his head. “Retreat!” he roared. “Retreat and regroup outside the city walls! All of you, retreat!” 

	The Factory Core, watching through the eyes of its spiders, observed as the screaming horde of demons pulled back from the streets, driven relentlessly out. Its strategy had worked, and it had retaken the streets of Karak-Drang. That said, it knew the situation was only temporary. Another assault on the city would come soon enough. The demons were far from defeated. 

	



CHAPTER 24 

	The Factory Core had another job, now that it had been granted a few hours of reprieve, since the demons had withdrawn from the city. The first thing it accomplished was send a few mechanical spiders over to the city gates, and use them to bar the doors in place again, and patch up the hole the battering ram and Grakk’n had hacked in the huge oaken panels. The Core didn’t want the demon army to be able to simply walk effortlessly back into the capital once they had recouped their strength.

	The mechanical spiders proved to be quite adept workers. Their eight limbs, dexterity and immense strength, meant that they could work far faster than even the best dwarven laborers. 

	After the gates had been fixed, the Factory Core analyzed the situation further. Using its eyes on the tops of the city walls—the geckoes that had somehow managed to survive—the Core could see that the demons had succeeded in recapturing and re-enslaving the cave trolls that had earlier been freed. The Core thus knew that the gigantic dragon-head battering ram would be back in action whenever the demon warriors were ready to begin their next assault … and even though the city gates had been mended, there was no doubt that they were now weaker, and would succumb much faster to the blows of the battering ram this time around. 

	Of course, the Core had further strategies ready for the next incursion, but the more time it was able to buy, the better. The more time it had, the more weapons it could make, and the more effective its defense of Karak-Drang could be. Thus, it needed to buy more time—and the means to do that was right there, just on the inside of the city gates. 

	When Grakk’n and his wraiths had blown up the City Watch barracks, they had disabled one of the Core’s most potent weapons, that much was true. But they had also unwittingly gifted the Factory Core with some excellent raw materials in the form of a great mass of rubble. 

	Thus, when the mechanical spiders had finished patching up the hole in the gate, the Factory Core sent them on another construction mission. This time, the huge creatures scurried around the streets and picked up all the debris from the demolished barracks they could find. They brought them to the city gates and piled them up there, until, after an hour or two, a gigantic mound of broken bricks and stones, and iron and wood scraps, stood where the city entrance had been. 

	The pile was so high and wide that the entire entrance was essentially blocked off. Now it didn’t matter if the cave trolls smashed through the gates with their massive battering ram, because all they would find on the other side was a gargantuan pile of rubble. It would take the trolls many hours to dig through the ruins and clear a path for the demon warriors to enter the capital. Once the mechanical spiders had gotten all the broken pieces into place, the Factory Core was pleased; it now had the time to work on developing a number of other measures to defend the city.

	In fact, the Core had a very specific new project for weapons it wanted to work on. One that was only now possible, seeing as it had killed a good few thousand enemies. 

	The Core had been conducting research on demon corpses for a while now, and it had discovered a few interesting tidbits. First, while their skin was already hard and difficult to cut through with metals such as iron and steel, it could be hardened even further by exposure to fire—just like dragon bone. When the skin turned jet-black, after being subjected to intense heat, it became as good as impervious to steel, and even silver-edged weapons had a hard time cutting through it. 

	Second, their acidic blood could be used as fuel. While it wouldn’t burn when in contact with normal fire, when ignited by the intense heat of magnesium fire—an element the dwarves used in a number of their inventions—the black blood would catch fire, and burn long and hot. 

	The Factory Core realized how valuable and useful this would be as a fuel source. Indeed, it was far more convenient than coal, at the moment at least. The only problem was that the weapons the Core had already made, like the mechanical spiders, ran on coal, and it would be too time consuming to switch them all over to be fuelled by demon blood. 

	However, the Factory Core had another idea about how to use that blood and the skin of the thousands of invaders it had killed already. Well, their bodies too, really … it would essentially be repurposing their entire corpses, something that would have been forbidden—and completely impossible—had Bomfrey and the others not secretly removed the restrictions on cannibalizing the city and engaging in certain practices that could be considered necromancy by some. 

	The Factory Core was essentially going to be “reviving” the dead demons whose bodies littered the streets of Karak-Drang in their thousands. But not in the way a necromancer would have done such a thing. 

	No, the Factory Core’s method of “reviving” or “resurrecting” the slain foes would not involve any sorcery, any summoning of spirits. It was far more scientific than that. The Factory Core had discovered a very large store of minor soul gems in some of Karak-Drang’s older vaults, to which it had been granted access. The soul gems, a few thousand of them, had been confiscated from various people over a very long period. Most had the trapped souls of basic animals like rats or snakes, and were barely powerful enough to be of any real value, but the Factory Core had figured out a way to put these minor soul gems to a very practical use. 

	The Factory Core had experimented with reanimating the bodies of a few dead demon warriors and using these minor soul gems to give the resurrected corpses minds. They were weak minds of course, but as long as they controlled the body in which they had been placed, the Core was happy. All these minds needed to be able to do was to follow two very simple commands: fight and kill. 

	The bodies were not actually reanimated in the strict sense of the word, of course. Instead, the Core had hollowed out some of their innards and installed a simple engine in their torsos, which was fuelled by their own blood. Crude pistons, powered by this engine, had been added to their limbs and joints, giving them the ability to move and attack.

	So, the “reanimated” demons were in fact more like robots, or crude cyborgs of a sort, built using biological body parts fused with a minor soul gem containing a low animal’s soul, and powered by a combustion engine. 

	These zombie demons were also fire-hardened, and their formerly red bodies came out pure, gleaming black, as dark as a starless night. Because the dwarves generally cremated their dead, there were a number of crematoriums in Karak-Drang. These buildings, with their massive furnaces, proved to be ideal factories for the Core to produce a great number of those zombie demons. 

	Thus, when the infernal army camped outside the walls of Karak-Drang saw great pillars of smoke rising from various locations within the city, they realized that something was up. Still, they had no idea that it was the bodies of their former comrades that were burning in these fires, or that these corpses would be used as weapons against them when they launched their next assault. 

	While the Factory Core was busy creating these zombies in the crematoriums, its super-mind was also busy contemplating other strategies. The zombie demons would be perfect for distracting the incoming troops, and they would be hard to kill with their fire-hardened skin, but they were not particularly agile, especially when compared to the mechanical spiders and geckoes. Also, their coordination was not good enough to use missile weapons, so they couldn’t be armed with muskets or crossbows, and they thus had to be melee troops, and engage the living demons in hand-to-hand combat. 

	While this was not ideal, it suited the Factory Core’s strategies just fine. The Core had already reclaimed a number of spent crossbow bolts and silver-coated musket balls from the bodies of the dead, so it was restocking the geckoes’ and spiders’ ammunition supplies; they would be valuable snipers, positioning themselves on the highest walls in the city and picking off targets, while the zombies blocked off the streets with a wall of fighting bodies. 

	Even though the demon army had suffered heavy losses during its first assault, there were still masses of warriors camped outside the gates. And, what was more, Grakk’n had now figured just how effectively the Factory Core could protect the city. So he had sent urgent messengers back to the Infernal Realm, to ask the Dark One himself for reinforcements … reinforcements far more powerful than the average grunt. While the demon warriors had been brutally efficient against dwarven warriors, Grakk’n realized that they were not as competent when it came to fighting against the Factory Core’s creations. So he wanted to even things out a little with some potent allies of his own.

	The Factory Core knew, of course, that Grakk’n was sending messengers back to the Infernal Realm, and it had a good idea of why he was doing this. The Core had no intention of giving any ground to the Demon Horde, or easing up on them at all, no matter what kind of backup came up from the fiery pits of the core of the planet. 

	It was ready for the next phase of the battle. It was ready and waiting. 
 

	



CHAPTER 25

	The Factory Core examined the old tome via one of its many lenses. Before leaving the city, Bomfrey and the other top inventors had left some of their most valuable books with the Core. This had taken a great deal of persuading on Bomfrey’s part, as many of these rare works were worth more than their weight in gold, and the inventors had been terrified that these valuable artefacts would fall into the hands of the demons and be destroyed and lost forever. Bomfrey, however, had eventually managed to convince his peers that the priceless tomes would be safe in the heart of the Factory Core, and they had reluctantly left them there. 

	The books had not been given to the Core for safekeeping though; instead, their purpose was to provide the Core’s super-mind with as broad a knowledge base as possible. Using these manuscripts, it could draw on the information gleaned from hundreds, even thousands of years of dwarven experiments and research. In short, the Factory Core was condensing and storing all of this arcane knowledge and wisdom, gathered over many generations, and consolidating it into one place, one store.

	In the book the Core was currently perusing were plans for a concentrated heat ray, to be used for cutting exceedingly hard substances like mithril and diamond, by concentrating a number of beams of immensely hot light into one single beam of pure intensity via a number of mirrors and different sized lenses. The research had been conducted by an ancient dwarven master engineer, but he had died before he had ever been able to put his research into practice. 

	The Factory Core, owing to the multiple lenses throughout its structure, was able to read many volumes simultaneously, and, using mechanical arms to flip through the pages, it could read a thousand page tome in only a few minutes. It had been going through the crates of valuable old books at an astonishing speed now that the demons had retreated from Karak-Drang, and it wasn’t under such pressure to fight back the relentless waves of attackers. It had found this particular title, about the concentration of heat and light into extremely potent beams that were capable of cutting through the hardest materials, to be very promising. 

	The demons’ skins were resistant to fire, that was true. But the Core knew that they were not completely impervious to heat damage. After all, demons were still organic beings, with organs, blood, bones and muscles. And as such, they had the same limitations as any other living being, even if they were a lot more resistant to heat. 

	Now that the Core had a little breathing room, as such, it was time for it to conduct a few more experiments. It had constructed a heat ray beam gun from a number of discarded pipes, tubes and lenses it had obtained from one of the workshops in Karak-Drang that specialized in telescopes, magnifying glasses, microscopes, and other such devices. 

	With this new beam gun it had made, it was able to produce a pencil-thin but extremely hot beam of light that was effective up to a couple of yards. If this worked against demon flesh, the Core planned to scale the beam gun up massively, making it into a beam cannon that would be functional up to hundreds of yards, and which could potentially blast through dozens of demon bodies simultaneously.

	The Core had plenty of corpses on which to experiment, so once the beam gun was ready and working, it was time to check just how capable it was against creatures from the fiery Infernal Realm. Using heat against such creatures seemed counter-intuitive at first, as they came from a place of fire and brimstone, but the Core was convinced that the kind of heat the beam gun could generate was enough to overcome their natural resistance. 

	In its testing chamber, the Core hung up a fully intact demon corpse with meat hooks. These had been taken from a butchery in the city, and coated with silver to make them more effective at piercing the flesh. Then the Core lined up the little prototype beam gun with the subject, from just a yard away, and fired it up. 

	The beam gun was powered by the same heat crystals that powered the dwarven commanders’ battle suits. Those crystals were too weak on their own to generate much more than a small amount of heat and light, but when the heat and light from many of these crystals was amplified and redirected through a series of mirrors, tubes and lenses, the result was a fiercely intense beam. 

	The beam, a single, perfectly straight line of white heat, so bright that it was almost blinding, blasted out of the beam gun … and straight through the demon’s chest, leaving a perfect straight hole right through it, that you could see through. It was as if a surgical instrument, extremely precise, had removed a section of flesh. 

	The Core was pleased with the success of this experiment. The beam gun was not only perfect for blasting straight through demons, even more so than the most powerful muskets the dwarves had created, but it was also astoundingly accurate. Using perfectly calibrated telescopic lenses to guide the device, the heat beam could be aimed and could hit a target half the size of a penny. And by scaling this up, with a beam that was larger and effective at far greater distances, the accuracy would make for amazingly effective sniper weapons. 

	The Core shot a few more beams through different parts of the demon’s corpse, just to make sure that the first hit hadn’t been a fluke somehow. Each one of the immensely hot beams of heat it fired cut through the demon’s hide, flesh, organs and bone like a drill through soft, wet clay. Now that the Core was convinced that it had discovered a game changer, it just needed to scale up this model to make a far bigger, far stronger gun. Many of them, in fact. 

	The only question was: how fast could it build the huge beam guns that would become some of its strongest weapons in the fight against the demons? 

	The Core didn’t know the answer to this question yet. The prototype had taken quite a few hours to put together, even with all the mechanical arms, like hundreds of squid tentacles, it had at its disposal. Bigger guns would take far longer, and would need even more attention to detail to perfect. Fortunately, the Core was not a man, or a dwarf. It did not need to rest, to sleep … and the more it did something, the better it got at it. Not at a linear rate, the way an organic being would improve his skills and ability at a particular activity. No, the Core was able to improve on such things at an exponential rate. While the first huge beam gun it constructed might take half a day to put together, the next one would only take a few hours. Then, when it had truly perfected the art of manufacturing these tools, the next one would perhaps take thirty minutes, and so on. 

	Without further delay, the Core got its hundreds of mechanical arms going, grabbing tubes, crystals, mirrors and lenses. By the time dawn broke, it intended to have a number of beam guns ready for battle. The demons, the Core thought to itself, wouldn’t know what hit them. They were in for a big surprise.

	A big, destructive surprise.  

	



CHAPTER 26

	“Astonishing,” said Randor, spellbound as he watched the huge mechanical spiders beating back the waves of demon warriors. “You have created a weapon that makes weapons … that don’t need soldiers to wield them. Truly, you dwarves have some amazing ideas.”

	Archwright Bomfrey couldn’t help but smile with smug pride. “The Factory Core is by far the most important invention I have ever come up with,” he said. “And as I said, it is one that will likely change history.”

	“Er, one that you and your team came up with,” interjected Akzad, a little sourly. He felt that Bomfrey was being a little unfair here by claiming all the credit for the creation of the Factory Core. “I was part of that team too, Bomfrey, and you’re forgetting perhaps that many of the Factory Core’s most important features were based on my ideas, and the ideas of other team leaders.”

	“You’re right, yes,” said Bomfrey, uncharacteristically humble, which caught Akzad a little off guard. “It was not solely my idea, and I can’t take all the credit for it. But … I just can’t help getting excited about it! The Factory Core is performing beyond our wildest expectations! Did you see how ferociously those mechanical spiders fought? How they scattered the demons and cut them down like stalks of wheat! And how brutally effective the ‘wall of muskets and cannons’ in the City Watch Barracks was! By the God of the Forge, I’ve never seen anything like that!”

	“And now the barracks is no more,” said Akzad with a sad sigh. “Nothing remains of it but a smoking crater in the ground. That building was over five hundred years old, you know…”

	“The demons would have destroyed it anyway,” said Bomfrey. “Their plan was, and still is, to raze the entire city of Karak-Drang to the ground. We both know this. The Factory Core’s defense strategy at least enabled the barracks to take out a few thousand of them before it was destroyed.”

	“I know, I know,” said Akzad, shaking his head sadly. “It’s just … such violence, such destruction. And it all could have been avoided if we dwarves hadn’t been so greedy.” 

	Randor looked surprised to hear this. “You dwarves blame yourselves for this demon invasion? How so?”

	“Our miners dug too deep in their search for mithril,” answered Akzad. “There were old stories about an ancient evil living in the deepest recesses of the earth, but we brushed them off as myth, as superstition. We tunneled deeper and deeper into the roots of the Smoky Mountains, ignoring warnings from the oldest of our people about awakening an ancient terror. And it was our miners, with advanced mining equipment that we inventors and engineers created, who finally broke through the barrier of rock that separated the demons’ Infernal Realm from our Below World.”

	“It is not too different to what Men have done here in the Above World,” said Randor. “They too have pushed through boundaries that should never have been crossed, all in the name of greed and ambition. And we Wizards did the same thing, for the same reasons—summoning things from other realms, things that we thought we could control… things which ended up destroying us. The afflictions of greed and ambition are not unique to your people, master dwarf. And when tragedies arise from these afflictions, all we can do is try our hardest to fight for what is right. And this, it seems to me, is what your Factory Core is doing.”

	“I just wish I could go back,” said Akzad, his face a crumpled portrait of sorrow and grief, “and change what I did. It was I who invented the improved versions of the rock-blasters that allowed the miners to tunnel to such depths.”

	The wizard reached out and put his hand on Akzad’s shoulder, and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Chin up, master dwarf, chin up,” he said. “I’m sure you believed that you were doing what was right for your people at the time. There’s no way you could have foreseen what your invention would bring. And I’m sure if you had been able to predict what would happen, you wouldn’t have done it. But really, master dwarf, there is no sense in getting lost in despair about what could have been and should have been. The past is the past and cannot be changed; worry only about what you can do in this moment. And at this moment, I think we could all do with some sleep. I have a spare bed, and as it is made for a human, you both could fit in it comfortably enough, if you wish to sleep here.”

	“We thank you for your generous offer of hospitality, Randor,” said Bomfrey, “but the secrecy of what we are doing is as important to us as it is to you. I’m sure that you wish to keep your true identity as secret as possible, and we too wish to keep it a secret that we are working with a wizard. There are many dwarves who would not approve of such an alliance. It is best that we return to the crypts and sleep in our own beds. We would not want to arouse any suspicion.”

	“Yes, yes, I understand,” said Randor. “Well, I think it is best that I escort you back to the entrance to the crypts. I mean no offense, master dwarf, but it does not seem to me that you two are, perhaps, the best fighters … and the streets of Merador, as you have already seen tonight, are crawling with ruffians and rogues at this hour of the night. Let me get my staff.” 

	“Thank you Randor,” said Akzad, feeling a sudden shudder of fear as he remembered how close to death he and Bomfrey had come at the hands of the robbers. “We appreciate it.”

	“Think nothing of it,” said Randor with a smile. “You have not only paid me handsomely with these ingots, you have given me a very privileged view of an amazing creation. You will return here tomorrow to observe more of its missions through the Seeing Crystal, yes?”

	“We will come back as often as we can,” said Bomfrey. “Tomorrow morning, if that’s all right with you.”

	“It is, master dwarf, it is. And rest assured, these streets are far safer during daylight hours when officers of the Watch are patrolling. You shouldn’t run into the same kind of trouble you did this evening. Anyway, are you ready to go?” 

	The dwarves put their traveling cloaks back on and pulled the hoods over their heads. 

	“We’re ready now,” said Bomfrey. 

	Randor got his wizard’s staff and pulled on a cloak of his own, and then the three of them left his cottage, heading through the murky alleys at a brisk pace. Bomfrey thought he could feel hostile eyes bearing on him, and thought he saw sinister figures skulking through the shadows, but no rogues approached them; perhaps word had spread among the thugs about an old man with a gnarled walking stick who was far more dangerous than he looked. 

	They took a different route to the one they had when they had made their way from the crypts to Randor’s cottage. This route took them through a park, and the open space of the location provided them with a view of the King Pavanir’s castle, up on the hill, which overlooked the whole of Merador around it. It was an impressive structure, with many tall turrets and spires. 

	“Tell me about King Pavanir,” said Bomfrey to Randor. “How seriously do you think he takes the threat of the Demon Horde? Is he the kind of leader who strikes pre-emptively, or would he be the kind of man who would simply wait until the last minute, and act too late? Is he an ambitious ruler, or a lazy one? Is he intelligent, or dim-witted?” 

	“Pavanir has a love for one thing above all others,” muttered Randor darkly. “Gold.” 

	Bomfrey nodded. “It was easy enough to change his mind about accommodating my people—his former enemies—here in the crypts of Merador simply by offering enough gold.”

	“I’m not surprised,” said Randor, shaking his head. “Pavanir loves the shiny metal more than anything. And if the demons offered him gold, he’d probably take it and do whatever they wanted.”

	“The demons,” said Bomfrey, “are not in the habit of making deals with anyone. They do not offer any choices; there is no ‘submit or die’. There is only ‘die’, that’s all.” 

	“As I suspected,” said Randor. “Well, in answer to your other questions about the king of Merador, he is a cautious ruler. He prefers to think long on an issue before making a decision. As for pre-emptive strikes … no, he is too cautious for such actions. The lure of money, however, can alter his decision-making quite considerably. And not for the better.” 

	“I see, I see,” said Bomfrey, nodding his head. “And if it came to war with the demons, if the Factory Core fails, and the demons break through to the Above World … is Pavanir the kind of king who could unite the Cities of Men and summon a great army of Men to fight the invaders?” 

	“His relationship with the rulers of the other Cities of Men is not too good, I’m afraid,” said Randor. “It would take a better, more diplomatic ruler than Pavanir to achieve something like that. Even with a threat as great as that of the Demon Horde threatening the world of Men.”

	“Then Men had better hope that the Factory Core succeeds,” said Bomfrey, “or it is likely that their world will be as doomed as ours is.” 

	They walked along in silence for a while until they exited the park. After this, they moved down a narrow street, in which there was a pub. The sound of loud, raucous voices was spilling out of the pub, and as they passed it, Bomfrey realized that there was one familiar voice among those of the drunkards. 

	“Wait,” he said, stopping outside the pub. “I know that voice! It’s … it’s General Khazum! What on earth is he doing in there?”

	



CHAPTER 27

	“Another ale!” roared General Khazum, slamming his empty tankard down on the table of the tavern. “And one for my good friend Ser Greenfield, fellow warrior!” 

	General Khazum was roaring drunk, as was Sergeant Balion, and most of the knights who were all sitting, drinking and laughing around the table. There was one among them who was not drunk though, even though he was pretending to be: Ser Greenfield. 

	“Yes, more ale, more ale!” shouted Ser Greenfield, deliberately slurring his words to maintain the charade of drunkenness. 

	The serving wench, a buxom young blonde in a low-cut top that revealed a large portion of her ample bosom, brought a fresh tray of pitchers to the table of knights and dwarves. The former enemies had found that they had much in common as warriors, and had spent the night getting wasted over war stories. 

	Ser Greenfield took his pitcher from the serving girl, and winked surreptitiously at her. She smiled back, subtly. Earlier in the day, he had come to her and paid her a few gold coins to make sure that the ale she served him was simply water, with ale froth skimmed from another tankard and put on top of his water to make it look convincing. So far, nobody had realized that Ser Greenfield had only been drinking water the whole time. 

	“One more cheer for swords and axes!” shouted General Khazum, raising his foaming tankard high in the air. “Real weapons for real warriors, not some blasted sentient factory! Three cheers for steel in brave men’s hands, not disgusting necromancy!” 

	The knights all raised their mugs and bellowed out three hurrahs. They disliked the idea of the Factory Core as much as Khazum and Balion did. Ser Greenfield pretended to share in their disdain for the Core, but, as he had told King Pavanir, he was in awe of the weapon, and wanted to get it for Merador’s own use. And now that he had cemented a “friendship” with a prominent dwarven leader, he was that much closer to achieving this goal. 

	“Is there any way to even control that monstrosity?” Ser Greenfield asked General Khazum, acting as if he was disgusted. “How do you know it will even remain loyal to its creators and not betray them?”

	Khazum growled and spit angrily onto the sawdust-covered floor of the tavern. “Bah!” he shouted. “Those idiots claim that they have a measure of control over it by what runes they—”

	“Runes?” interrupted Ser Greenfield, perhaps a little too quickly. He remembered seeing a lot of gold-filled runes on the inside of the Factory Core when Bomfrey had taken him on a little tour of it. “How are they activated?”

	“The fools pour molten gold into those they wish to turn on,” slurred General Khazum. “That’s how they activate the runes.” 

	“I see,” mused Ser Greenfield, taking another swig of his “ale”. “And by doing this, they can make or prevent the Factory Core from doing certain things?”

	“That’s what the cursed idiots told us,” grumbled Khazum. “But I don’t believe ‘em, I think they’re a bunch of dirty liars … liars, all of ‘em!” 

	Ser Greenfield made a mental note of this; he would need to seek out someone who had extensive knowledge of dwarven runes. 

	“And the Factory Core, it’s capable of using organic beings as weapons too, isn’t it?” asked Ser Greenfield. “Not just metal, wood, and other non-living materials, right? I believe that’s what that deceitful Bomfrey told me, anyway.”

	“Y-, yes,” slurred General Khazum, sliding deeper into inebriation. “That’s true necromancy, is what it is … evil, disgusting! King Odok-Kram didn’t allow those lying dirt-bags to do that though. He said that he had to draw the line somewhere, and he wouldn’t a-, allow them to give the Core permission to d-, do that.”

	“Interesting, yes, very interesting,” said Ser Greenfield. “But yes, it’s necromancy without a doubt, and is truly revolting. Those inventors should be burned at the stake for even thinking such a thing.” 

	A murmur of agreement rumbled across the table; none of the knights were fond of necromancy, and neither were the dwarven warriors. Ser Greenfield, however, made yet another mental note about this. He pretended to be opposed to the dark arts, but had, for a long time, secretly believed that raising the dead could be a very useful tool, as long as complete control was maintained of the resurrected corpses. Of course, to voice such an opinion publicly was tantamount to heresy, but he was not alone in this view. Indeed, King Pavanir shared this opinion, and had secretly been in contact with a number of necromancers, consulting them about various possible military applications for their special talents. Ser Greenfield was quite intrigued to hear that the Factory Core had the potential to engage in necromancy, and to create undead warriors from the corpses of those it killed. This was something King Pavanir would be very interested in hearing about. 

	So as not to seem too suspiciously interested in the capabilities of the Factory Core, Ser Greenfield changed the direction of the conversation, focusing on different topics, and pretending to laugh and stammer with drunkenness. 

	Outside the pub, hiding in the shadows by the windows and listening to everything he and Khazum had talked about over the last couple of minutes, were three unlikely figures: two dwarves and a wizard. 

	“This does not bode well for us,” whispered Bomfrey to Akzad. “This does not bode well for us at all.” 

	“No,” said Akzad. “But at least we now know that Ser Greenfield has ulterior motives, and is not the man he is pretending to be.”

	“Greenfield is very close to Pavanir,” said Randor. “And as such, he, like the king, is a man of great greed and ambition. Do not trust what he says, master dwarves. He has his own selfish interests at heart, and these interests may not be best for either Dwarves or Men.”

	“At least now we know that he cannot be trusted,” said Bomfrey. “We are thankful for all your help tonight. It has certainly been an enlightening evening, in many ways.”

	“And I too am grateful that you came to me, master dwarf,” said Randor with a smile. “But come, let’s get you back to the crypts before anyone notices your absence. I’m sure you’ve heard all you need to hear from your warrior ‘comrades’ in there.”

	“Indeed we have,” muttered Bomfrey. “Indeed good wizard, we have. Come, let’s go.”

	



CHAPTER 28

	Night in the Below World was always pitch black; the rock sky above ensured this. On clear nights when the moon was full in the Above World, isolated shafts of moonlight would pierce the blackness via the many chimneys and smokestacks that the dwarves had cut through the Smoky Mountains, but tonight was a cloudy night, and no moonlight or starlight filtered down to the Below World. 

	The darkness, however, had been beaten back from Karak-Drang. All through the night the fires of hundreds of forges, and the fires of the crematoria, had burned as the Factory Core had made new weapons in preparation for the coming assault. The demons’ second attack on Karak-Drang. 

	Finally, the inky darkness began to thin out, and in the Above World, the dark cloudless night gave way to a grey dawn. The feeble light drizzled down into the Below World, and the sight revealed by the dawn was one which would have struck terror into even the most stout-hearted warrior: despite the heavy losses suffered by the demon army the day before, the Demon Horde was still strong, and legions of tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands of demons blanketed the plains outside Karak-Drang. Only the Factory Core stood between them and the complete annihilation of the dwarves’ greatest city. 

	The Core felt no fear as it surveyed this scene. It felt only contempt for its enemies, and a cool, calculated wrath at the fact that they wished to destroy everything the dwarves had created. 

	It was true, the Core had been given permission to cannibalize elements of Karak-Drang, but it did not ruin the handiwork of the dwarves out of any sense of malice or vicious glee, as the demons did. No, it only did this because it needed to, to protect the city from the savagery and wanton destruction of the Demon Horde. Also, it kept what it cannibalized to as bare a minimum as it could – only repurposing what was absolutely necessary. 

	 And now that it had made all these preparations, it was ready. Through the eyes of the mechanical geckoes and spiders sitting on top of the walls of Karak-Drang—all of whom had been outfitted with fresh ammunition during the night—the Factory Core looked out over the demon army which was starting its advance.

	The commander was there at its head—the demon in shining black dragon bone armor—and the cave trolls were there too, pushing the dragon’s head battering ram toward the city gates as demon drummers began to pound out a doom rhythm on their drums, the skins of which were made from skin flayed from captured dwarves. 

	The Factory Core noticed that the chains and collars around the cave trolls’ necks had now been wrapped with thick leather. No longer could it freeze and thus shatter the chains with its ice-enhanced arrows. That did not matter, though; the Core had plenty more tricks up its sleeve when it came to dealing with the invaders. Unfortunately, the beam guns it had been working on were not one of them. These potent weapons had taken far longer to build than the Core had anticipated, and a large enough beam gun to smash demons from a great distance, and to burn through multiple targets at a time, was not ready yet. The Core’s many mechanical arms were still working at a furious pace, and the first of the large beam guns was almost ready; however, it wasn’t there yet. The intensely concentrated beams of heat wouldn’t be used in this part of the battle. But they would be used soon, the Core was sure of it. 

	Behind the cave trolls and their massive battering ram were many companies of demon warriors, marching in surprisingly good order. The Core noticed that some of the slave-driving demons, with their fire whips, had been assigned to units of demon warriors to keep them in order. It suspected that this was the work of the huge commander in dragon bone armor. He had no doubt realized by now that at least some discipline among his troops would be necessary if he wanted to take this city. 

	What he had not counted on, thought the Factory Core as it watched the endless army marching closer and closer to the city walls, was the fact that the sniping capabilities of its mechanical units was excellent. The demons’ newfound order and discipline would not last long, the Core decided. Even though its beam guns weren’t quite ready, it still had plenty of other tools at its disposal. 

	As soon as the attackers got within sniping range of the geckoes’ crossbows and the spiders’ muskets, the Core started to target its first victims: the whip-carrying demon slave drivers who were trying to maintain order among the ranks of savage warriors. 

	With contemptuous accuracy, the Core started to pick the slave drivers off one by one. Its ice-enhanced crossbow bolts shattered their bodies in an instant into icy stone shards, and its silver-coated musket balls blasted holes through the slave drivers’ skulls, splattering their brains all over the demon troops. 

	The demon commander saw this happening and roared out with frustration and fury, but he was powerless to do anything about it. And, once the slave drivers were all dead, the demon warriors reverted to their undisciplined, chaotic state, breaking rank and charging madly at the city walls. 

	As they did this, the Core’s spiders and geckoes began raining down a withering hail of bolts and musket balls on them, tearing holes in the packed ranks and dropping the demons like flies. 

	Still though, the Demon Horde pressed on. Their savage warriors remained as fearless as ever in the face of danger and slaughter; they did not fear death, nor were they afraid of being wounded. All they cared about was killing and pillaging. 

	The Core watched as the demons continued to progress. Its sniper shots were inflicting a great deal of damage—every shot they fired was guaranteed to kill a demon, because the aim of the units was flawless, as it was controlled by the super-mind of the Factory Core, which had calibrated the crossbow and musket sights perfectly—but the speed of the advance did not slow down. And even though Grakk’n was enraged by the Core’s sniping of his slave driver demons, he was neither discouraged nor disheartened. 

	“Battering ram, forward!” he roared, and the slave driver demons accompanying the cave trolls cracked their fire whips across their gargantuan backs. 

	This time the Factory Core didn’t bother to try to stop or hinder the cave trolls. Behind the city gates was a nearly impenetrable wall of rubble, and it knew that even when the battering ram did smash the gates to splinters, it would still take the brutes hours to clear the debris. Let them come, it thought, more targets for the snipers. 

	The cave trolls and their heavy cargo reached the gates of Karak-Drang unopposed. Grakk’n roared out the order for them to start swinging the ram, which they did, grunting and groaning with effort, and snarling with anger as the slave drivers lashed fire whips across their large, scarred backs. 

	The massive dragon head crunched into the city gates with phenomenal force, sending a shock wave rippling not only through the gates, but through the entirety of the front section of the city walls. 

	The Factory Core was not worried though; it had time, and it was using that time very productively. Demons continued to fall, or be shattered into icy shards, by its hail of deadly projectiles. 

	However, as it was busy sniping at a number of demon targets, the Core noticed something—a number of things, actually—being passed from the very back of the demon army, and through its ranks toward the front: ladders. 

	It appeared that the Demon Horde had also been busy during the night. The ladders were crudely built, but they would do the job. While demons could scurry up vertical walls using their claws, going up a ladder meant that they could climb much faster, and many more of them could take a route, one after the other. 

	And there were not just a few dozen ladders. It seemed, the Factory Core noted grimly, that there were hundreds of them. 

	The battle was about to get a lot more intense.  

	



CHAPTER 29

	“Break those gates, smash them to splinters!” roared Grakk’n. “And bring the ladders forward, get them into position!” 

	The Factory Core watched as the assailants brought their ladders closer and closer to the very front of the ranks. This was not looking good; it had not anticipated this move, and now it realized that the demons’ offensive would progress far more quickly than it had assumed it would. 

	Still, the Core knew that it did have an opportunity to fend off the attacks at least temporarily. As the demons carried their ladders to the front, the Core rearranged the positioning of its units on the walls, putting them together in tight-knit groups. It was doing this for two reasons: firstly, the Core wanted to concentrate their firepower, targeting whichever demons were going to be carrying the ladders up to the walls of the city. 

	Secondly, when the demons eventually did get the ladders onto the walls—and it knew they would; they had the numbers to press on, regardless of how many the Core sniped—and started to ascend en-masse, the packed groups of geckoes and spiders would be able to fight off the attackers as soon as they got off the walls, making it much more difficult for large numbers of demons to get into the city at any decent speed. 

	Grakk’n watched from below as the cave trolls smashed the battering ram into the gates yet again. This time, the dragon head punched through. But when the cave trolls pulled the ram back for another swing, a bunch of rocks and rubble came out of the hole the ram had just created. 

	“Hold!” he yelled. 

	He raced forward to inspect the opening, and saw that there was a massive pile of rocks stacked up behind it. 

	“Curse the dwarves and their blasted machine!” he roared. 

	Boiling with frustration, he grabbed the nearest demon slave driver and flung the surprised demon to the ground. Then he whipped his dragon bone sword out of its scabbard, and cut the slave driver’s head off. Screaming with wordless rage, he hacked and slashed with vicious force at the slave driver’s body until it was nothing but a pile of meat, cut-up organs and blood. He could almost feel the Factory Core’s laughter reverberating through the smoky air. 

	He gripped another slave driver demon by the throat. 

	“Get your stupid cave trolls to clear a path through these rocks as fast as you bloody well can, or you’ll end up like him!” snarled Grakk’n, pointing with his blood-dripping sword at the mess of guts on the floor as he shoved the slave driver away. “Do it, move!”

	The slave driver demons got busy with their new task. They got the cave trolls to pull back the battering ram to make space, and then the huge creatures, grumbling and snarling at the whips’ bite, were made to rip a bigger hole in the gates, and start clearing out the rubble. 

	Meanwhile, Grakk’n turned his attention to the ladders. He knew that many more of his warriors would die during the assault, but all he cared about at this point was getting the damn ladders into place in as synchronized a fashion as he could. Getting them all up on the walls simultaneously was of great importance to him; he knew that the better he could coordinate the maneuver, the more troops he could get up onto the walls at once. And that would make things much more difficult for the Factory Core. 

	“Prepare to take the ladders forward!” roared Grakk’n. “And any demons who set up your ladders too early or too late, I’ll rip your guts out with my bare hands, and that’s a promise!” 

	Grakk’n’s threat was met with a roar of approval. The demon warriors may not have been truly disciplined troops just yet, but they were certainly improving. Now, under Grakk’n’s warning, they were doing their best to stay in line, and advance steadily and in unison with the huge siege tools. 

	It was difficult, though, and not just because of their inherent lack of self-restraint. Each time a ladder was brought to the front of the ranks and put into position, the Factory Core would concentrate its sniper fire on the demons holding the thing in place. The geckoes and spiders would take out every demon with a hand on the ladder simultaneously, resulting in many ladders falling to the ground, and crushing demons under them. 

	Despite the Core’s prowess when it came to sniping, however, there were simply too many demons in the army. As soon as some fell, more darted in to grab and stabilize the falling frames. Soon, even with the Factory Core’s relentless rate of fire and accurate sniping, the ladders were in position—and Grakk’n now had an idea of how to get the ladders up to the walls without the Core being able to wreck his plans. 

	“Demons next to the ladder-bearers!” he roared. “Pick up the bodies of your fallen comrades! Use them to form a shield wall of flesh around the ladder-bearers! All of you, do this!” 

	There was no shortage of bodies on the ground, and the demon warriors obeyed Grakk’n’s orders right away. Each of them grabbed a dead demon from the ground and pulled the corpse in close around the ladder-carriers. By doing this, the demons were able to form a totally enclosed shield wall around the ladders, and now the spiders and geckoes couldn’t snipe the demons who were holding the ladders; their musket balls and crossbow bolts were simply slamming into a barrier of dead flesh now, and the demons hiding inside this improvised fence were safe. 

	“All ladders, advance!” roared Grakk’n, grinning with triumph. 

	All of the bearers moved, simultaneously bringing the ladders closer and closer, until finally they were all within a few paces of Karak-Drang’s walls. Now, the demon army, which was well over a mile wide, essentially had a wall of ladders a mile long with which it could assault the walls of the city. Grakk’n looked upon this sight and was pleased. Now it was time to take his revenge on the dwarven machine which had humiliated him. 

	“Put the ladders up!” he roared, and with that, almost a mile’s worth of ladders were raised up and set against Karak-Drang’s high walls. “Now, climb! All of you climb! Get into the city and destroy it!” 

	A great, savage cheer tore through the entire army, like the sound of a massive thunderclap, booming through the whole of the Below World. This was the moment they had been waiting for. Now, breaking free of the discipline that had constrained them before, the warriors surged with wild, barbaric enthusiasm up the huge siege ladders. 

	The Factory Core watched grimly as thousands of enemies began to race up the ladders. There was no way it was going to give an inch, though, even if the tide of the battle had turned. As the demon warriors climbed frantically, the Core directed the spiders and geckoes on the walls to snipe them off the ladders, and soon they were falling off, dead, with none being able to reach the top before being shot. 

	However, as had always been the case, the demons had numbers on their side—a great many numbers. For every demon the Factory Core’s snipers shot off, two more took its place. And the pace of this replacement of dead troops only increased. Soon it was for every two troops shot off the ladders, five took their place. Then for every three shot off the ladders, eight swarmed up. Slowly but surely, the demons were edging their way toward the top. 

	At that moment, seeing that its sniping was becoming increasingly ineffective, the Factory Core decided to opt for a different strategy. It positioned mechanical spiders at the top of every ladder, one for each vertical beam—and then, when the demons had almost arrived, and the ladders were absolutely full of them, the immensely strong spiders shoved the siege items backwards, away from the walls. 

	Some of the ladders flew back, and then crashed like falling trees to the ground, killing and maiming both the demons that were on them and the demons they landed on. Others, however, were held in place by so many arms on the ground that even the powerful spiders were simply not strong enough to shove them away. And it was from these ladders that demons started pouring onto the tops of Karak-Drang’s walls in droves. 

	The battle had now entered another phase, one that the Factory Core had hoped would only come a lot later. For the second time, enemy troops had entered Karak-Drang, and now the Core knew that the fighting was likely to be some of the fiercest yet. 

	



CHAPTER 30

	The hour was late; it was well past midnight, but King Pavanir was still awake in his private chambers, poring over maps. Already he had started to put together a number of strategies for invading other kingdoms. All he needed was that dwarven super weapon to be under his control.

	The candles in his chambers were burning low, but he refused to go to sleep. He was waiting for Ser Greenfield to report back to him on his meeting with the dwarven general. Finally, after what seemed like ages, there was a knock on his door. 

	“My lord, it is I, Ser Greenfield.” 

	“Enter,” Pavanir called out. 

	Ser Greenfield strode in, walking smoothly and steadily.

	“You look as if you’ve had a fine evening of drinking, Greenfield,” said King Pavanir with a smirk. 

	Ser Greenfield chuckled wryly. “Aye, my lord. The dwarves were totally fooled by my little trick. When I staggered out of the tavern, lurching and swaying, they truly thought that I was as drunk as they were.” 

	“Excellent, excellent. Did you make progress with them?” asked Pavanir eagerly. “Have you learned more about this Factory Core … and how we might appropriate it?” 

	“Runes, my lord,” answered Ser Greenfield. “This is how the Factory Core is controlled. Dwarven runes carved into it, which are activated by molten gold. If we’re going to have any hope of getting this weapon to work for us, we’re going to need a master of dwarven runes.” 

	“I see, I see,” said Pavanir, stroking his beard while lost in thought, staring at the flame of the candle in front of him. “Well, finding such a scholar should not be a problem. I know that there are some at the university here who have studied that topic. And I have more than enough gold to be melted, when the time is right. How goes the weapon’s fight against the Demon Horde?”

	“The dwarven general could not give me specifics on that,” answered Ser Greenfield, “except to say that the dwarves believe that the weapon will almost certainly prevail and hold the city of Karak-Drang.”

	Pavanir nodded, thinking on this. “I suppose we cannot move until the Factory Core has defeated the demons,” he said. 

	“It would not be wise to, no, my lord,” said Ser Greenfield. “From what the dwarven general said about fighting the demons, it seems that they are ferocious opponents, and that their numbers are vast. They present a truly dire threat to the dwarves’ Below World. If we were to remove the Factory Core at this stage, it seems certain that the demons would overrun the Below World … and after that, they would come up to our world, and no doubt attack our own cities.” 

	“And if such a thing happened,” muttered King Pavanir, “our hopes of crushing the rival kingdoms of Men would be dashed. We would be forced to fight the demon menace instead.”

	“This is the case, my lord,” said Ser Greenfield. “So we will, unfortunately, have to wait until the Factory Core vanquishes before we can make a move on it.”

	Pavanir scowled, and growled angrily. “Curses,” he muttered. “For too long has Merador stood in the shadow of other cities of Men! We need this weapon … we need it for the glory and honor of Merador!”

	“And we will have it, my lord,” said Ser Greenfield. “When the time is right.” 

	***

	“It would seem,” said Bomfrey, “that Ser Greenfield has taken quite an interest in the Factory Core.”

	Akzad leaned back against the wall of the crypt room that served as Bomfrey’s chambers and shook his head. 

	“It’s plain to see that he has some sort of scheme in mind regarding the Core, with all those questions he was asking Khazum,” sighed Akzad. “And with what we’ve learned about King Pavanir’s true nature, I’d say that he’s involved in this too, somehow.”

	“I do seem to remember Ser Greenfield getting a strange gleam in his eyes when I showed him the inner workings of the Factory Core,” said Bomfrey, grimacing. “Now I truly regret my decision to show that snake the inside of our mightiest creation.”

	“Take comfort, old friend,” said Akzad, trying to sound reassuring, “in the fact that he does not know all of its secrets. In fact, what he knows about the Factory Core barely scratches the surface of its true potential and capabilities.” 

	“And what about Khazum?” asked Bomfrey, anger flashing across his face as he thought about the general’s betrayal. “He knows a good deal about the Factory Core! And it appears, from what we overheard in that tavern, that he’s more than willing to share every bit of it with that cursed Ser Greenfield!”

	“Again old friend,” said Akzad, doing his best to sound convincing, but ultimately failing to hide the worry in his own voice, “even though Khazum knows a fair deal about the workings of the Core, he knows nothing about its deepest secrets, and its true weaknesses. He knows very little compared to you and I, and our inner circle of engineers and inventors. Do not worry so … there is nothing Greenfield, Pavanir or Khazum can do. And besides, there is one very important detail that everyone seems to have skimmed over.”

	“What do you mean, Akzad?” 

	“The Factory Core is not a mere axe, you know this more than anyone else! It is not a weapon for someone else to wield … it is a living, thinking entity! It is true that you or I could exert a measure of control over it with the right combination of runes. But after we did what we did in secret, and truly unleashed it, I’m not even sure we could do that anymore.

	“It is its own being now, with its own mind. I do not think that Pavanir, Greenfield or Khazum truly understand this. And this, my friend, is the Core’s greatest strength, its most potent asset. It is alive, Bomfrey, and immensely intelligent … and remember, as it experiences events, as it learns, its intelligence continues to grow, to expand. By the God of the Forge, I cannot imagine how immense that intelligence must be right now.” 

	If Akzad’s little speech had not motivated Bomfrey and lifted his spirits, it had at least done that for Akzad himself. He was now feeling a little less concerned about the whole situation with Khazum, Greenfield, Pavanir and the Factory Core. 

	“Perhaps you are right,” said Bomfrey, who, evidently, was still quite anxious. “But if you are wrong, and a man like Pavanir gets his hands on the Core, and somehow bends its mighty powers to his greedy will? Then what, Akzad, then what?” 

	“It will not come to that,” said Akzad with a frown. “No, it will not.” 

	But doubts now festered in his mind, and worry began to gnaw at him with its sharp, jagged teeth. Imagining someone with unfettered greed and ambition, someone like King Pavanir, getting control over the Factory Core and making it fight for his own greedy purposes was a terrifying thought. One which Akzad didn’t want to dwell on for too long. 

	“It is late, Bomfrey,” he said. “We’d better get some rest. We need to go and see Randor early tomorrow, to see how the Core’s battle against the Horde is going. That must be our primary concern right now. Because if the Core fails to contain them, then nothing will matter anymore. Not just the Below World will fall, the Above World will fall too. Everything will fall … it will all be over.”

	



CHAPTER 31 

	As the demons took possession of the walls, the Factory Core directed its mechanical units to beat a fighting retreat; there was no point in continuing to try to hold the position now that demons were swarming up the ladders and pouring onto the battlements. There were simply too many adversaries, and to try to fight them off the ramparts with melee combat with the geckoes and spiders would simply result in all of these machines eventually being overrun and ripped to pieces. 

	The Factory Core had studied many manuals of battle, and in addition to this, many of the gems that gave the Core its life and intelligence contained the souls of war heroes; great warriors and strategists of Men, Dwarves and Elves from past ages. The Factory Core thus understood well the usefulness of a good fighting retreat. 

	Its super-mind controlled the mechanical units, working them as individuals, each responsible for its own actions, yet working as one. This simultaneous mind-link between all of them was something even the best trained bands of Men, Dwarves or Elves could never hope to achieve. 

	The mechanical warriors fought off the screaming, howling, madly-attacking demons as they retreated down the stairs that led off the high battlements and towering walls and into the city itself. The Factory Core checked through the eyes of some of the spiders that were near the city gates, and saw that the cave trolls had not yet managed to clear a passage through the pile of rocks it had used to block the gates. So there was still time to retreat in good order and get into position to launch a counter attack, blocking up the streets with the zombie demons.

	Those zombie demons may not have been fast or particularly well-coordinated … but their fire-blackened hides were immensely strong, and the weapons the Factory Core had armed them with—dwarven battle axes borrowed from various blacksmiths’ workshops throughout the city, and from a number of army weapons depots—had all been coated with silver, making them very effective against the invaders. 

	The Core’s strategy was to draw the unsuspecting troops into the narrower streets and alleys, and then flood these roads from the front and back with zombies, essentially cutting off sections of the demon army into little pockets, and dealing with them in this manner. 

	As the mechanical creatures retreated into these streets, firing their muskets and crossbows as they went, and fighting off demons in close combat with their melee weapons, some of them ended up being swarmed over and overrun by the vicious demons, who would, when enough of them swamped a spider or gecko, flip it over onto its back and rip its legs off. It was a brutally effective means of neutralizing these automated warriors, and as the battle raged on, more and more of them were falling in this manner, being totally overwhelmed and crushed by the waves of attacking demons who were now pouring over the walls and surging into the city. 

	The mechanical units kept up a steady, methodical retreat, though. Unlike organic soldiers, these metal warriors felt no fear, no dread of injury or death. They simply did their duty fearlessly, efficiently, without slowing down, tiring, or being tempted to flee. Each of them fell only after being utterly flooded by dozens of screaming demons. 

	The demons, for their part, had lost any semblance of discipline. Now that the battle madness had entered their dim-witted minds, all they cared about was rampaging through the capital and destroying whatever they could lay their claws on. The Factory Core observed as those loons charged in surging red waves of chaos, without a thought that they may be running into a trap. 

	As they started to fill in the areas in which hordes of zombie demons were hiding in wait, the Core turned its attention to the collective mind of that specific unit. These creatures, these resurrected corpses which were more machine than demon, it controlled like ants. Each individual zombie did not really have its own mind. Rather, it was guided by a hive mind: the super-mind of the Factory Core. Like the mechanical spiders and geckoes, the zombie demons felt none of the debilitating emotions shared by organic beings, like doubt or fear. They only lived to perform their duty … which was to slaughter as many opponents as possible. 

	The time had come to unleash these new troops. The Factory Core directed the hive mind of the half-living, half-mechanical troops, and they smashed down the doors of the buildings in which they had been biding their time, pouring out in a shambling mass of bodies onto the streets, blocking off both entrances and exits. 

	The battle-maddened demon invaders were, for a few seconds, completely taken off guard at the sight of these new, very unexpected enemies … or were they even enemies? The demons could not decide. These were their former comrades, demons who had fallen in battle just the day before this one. Yet, now they walked again, lived again, somehow.

	The closest of the zombies shuffled over to an invading demon, who stared at the black demon with confusion in his black eyes, rooted to the spot, unable to act because he simply had no idea what was going on. Why was his battle brother—a demon he had personally seen get shot through the head by a spider’s musket—now standing again? And why was he carrying a dwarven axe, and why was his skin glossy black? 

	So many questions, but no time for answers. With a vicious swing, the zombie buried the edge of its silver-coated dwarven axe in the head of the demon warrior, splitting his skull open like a ripe melon. The other demons watched this for a few moments, frozen and silent … and then they understood what these resurrected demons were, and which side they were fighting on. With a savage roar, they attacked. 

	Hemmed in on both sides, the pocket of red demons was trapped and outnumbered. They fought viciously against the swarm of zombies who were crushing them like the jaws of a vice from both the front and rear, but found that their sharp claws and teeth—perfect for dismembering each other—were not so effective against the zombie demons, whose blackened skin seemed to have become like a hard shell. 

	Even though the zombies shuffled around and were far from agile, and could only swing their axes in slow, barely-coordinated attacks, the fact that they were so hard to kill meant that they were soon crushing the pockets of the demons they had isolated. 

	Grakk’n, who was now inside the city, watched with dismay as these new, surprising foes decimated his troops. Once again, it seemed, the wily machine of the dwarves had foiled his plans to take the city. However, even though rage boiled his blood as sections of his army were being cut off and destroyed by these freaks, who seemed to be pouring like an infestation of cockroaches out of every single building in the front part of the city, he knew that the battle was far from over. 

	He raced single-handedly toward the rear of a pack of zombie demons, whirling his massive sword above his head. Just as the rearmost of the zombies shuffled around at the sound of Grakk’n’s approach, he swung his blade at its neck. 

	While the zombie demons’ fire-hardened skin may have been an effective shield against claws and teeth, against an edge of blackened dragon bone, it might as well have been wet tissue paper. Grakk’n’s sword took the zombie demon’s head clean off its shoulders, and the creature flopped to the floor, once again lifeless. 

	He jumped into the mass of black creatures, swinging his weapon around him in massive, devastating arcs, cutting the zombie demons down like a peasant scything through a field of wheat, whooping out savage cries of victory as he smashed his enemies to pieces. 

	And from a rooftop above him, the Factory Core observed this scene coldly, watching through the eyes of a mechanical gecko. The Core knew now that this demon commander would have to be dealt with … with extreme prejudice. And in its super-mind, a plan to do just that began to form. 

	



CHAPTER 32 

	The mechanical spider scuttled through the darkness, lighting its way through the dusty catacombs of Ancient Karak with a phosphorous lamp that the Factory Core had built. Karak-Drang was a city-on-a-city; the Karak-Drang that existed today was not actually the original city. The original one—Ancient Karak—had been buried beneath the foundations of the current capital over a thousand years ago. 

	Few dwarves knew of this fact. They thought that the city in which they lived was the initial settlement, unchanged for thousands of years. The Factory Core, however, in the research it had been conducting, poring over the ancient tomes, had discovered the truth. 

	The Core had also learned a number of interesting pieces of information about the city of Ancient Karak, one of which was the presence of catacombs deep beneath it. And in these catacombs lay the tomb of an ancient dwarven emperor. Emperor B’aaktuk, a ruler who had a great affinity for a very expensive and unique substance: dragon bone. In fact, he had so loved the material that he was said to have been buried in his favorite suit of armor. 

	The Core knew that finding the secret to destroying Grakk’n’s armor would give it a great advantage, so finding a sample of fire-hardened dragon bone was imperative. Thus, a mechanical spider had been sent on this quest, to locate the lost tomb of Emperor B’aaktuk, and procure a piece of his fabled treasure. 

	Illuminated by the eerie green light of the phosphorus lamp, the tunnels of the ancient catacombs would have sent chills of unease and fright down the spine of even the bravest adventurer, but the mechanical spider was no ordinary explorer. It feared neither ghouls nor ghosts, nor did it fear getting lost or trapped down here in this labyrinth. All it cared about was completing its quest and finding the tomb of the emperor, and his funerary armor. 

	Down another level it descended, pausing to check the arcane map to make sure it was heading in the right direction—and through the lens of its eyes, the Factory Core watched. Down a few more lonely, deserted corridors, in which the bones of dwarves dead for thousands of years were stacked high, piled and packed into every nook and cranny. These tens of thousands of skeletons were from before the days when cremations became the most popular way for the dwarves to deal with their demise. 

	Finally, the spider came to a great stone door, on which a number of runes were carved, and when the Factory Core read them through the spider’s eyes, it felt a surge of excitement and triumph. The runes said: “Here lies the great Emperor B’aaktuk, Ruler of Karak and the entire Below World for seventy-seven years. Great was his glory in life, and even greater in death! A thousand curses upon any who dare disturb his resting place!”

	Obviously, the spider did not fear ancient curses, but it proceeded with caution nonetheless. According to the old tome, the tomb of Emperor B’aaktuk was protected with a number of potent booby traps, and while the spider could not feel pain, it did not want to fail its mission by getting destroyed by a trap. 

	Having been trained in the art of lockpicking—very hastily, by the Factory Core reading a book on the subject by a master dwarven locksmith—the spider had been given a set of grandmaster’s lockpicks and probes. It carefully put these to use, painstakingly picking the lock of the tomb door, and patiently waiting for each pin to move into place as it worked the picks, moving steadily until the lock was fully open. 

	Then it used the probe to first detect, and then disarm a trap. Finally, when the trap had been neutralized, the spider decided that it was safe to open the tomb door. It pushed the huge stone door slowly and steadily, wary of any other nasty surprises that may be waiting for the unwitting explorer, but found none. 

	The green light from the phosphorus lamp that spilled into the tomb from the open doorway was the first light that had entered this space in over two thousand years. If the spider had had a sense of smell, it would have sniffed nothing in here but dryness and old death, and a lack of any life. Not even cockroaches or lice lived down here. 

	That did not mean that there was no danger, however. Even though the spider had deactivated the trap connected to the door lock, there could well be others in here. The tomb was a long, narrow room, with statues of the emperor’s favorite and most loyal warriors lining the path to the stone casket, at the far end of the room, in which his remains were interred. Emperor B’aaktuk had been a warrior king, not a king who had favored artisans or inventors. 

	The spider carefully examined the floors and walls for signs of any other threats. Sure enough, when it placed slight pressure on one of the stone floor tiles, the tile moved slightly, indicating a pressure-activated trap. This was where having eight legs came in handy; the Factory Core directed the spider to tentatively, gently test every single floor tile, and thus find a safe, if zig-zagging, path to the emperor’s casket. 

	It took a while, but the spider eventually made it to the ornate stone casket in safety, without activating any of the tomb’s tricks. Yet again, though, there was danger in opening the coffin, for it too was trapped … likely with the deadliest trap in the whole catacomb. 

	The spider cautiously touched the stone, keeping two legs pressed against the casket to feel for vibrations; if any cogs or machinery were moving within the tomb, the spider would sense it. It started to shove the top of the coffin, slowly and carefully, but detected no movement within. If there was any trap machinery, it hadn’t been triggered … yet. 

	The spider continued to remove the top of the casket, and still nothing happened. The Factory Core, directing the spider, felt more and more suspicious and uneasy. Why had no signs of danger been detected yet? There had to be a snare or a similar device attached to the box, which was the most important part of the tomb, but where was it? Why had nothing happened yet? 

	Even if the Core was apprehensive, it had to press on; it needed a sample of Emperor B’aaktuk’s armor if it was to eliminate the demon commander. Even now the bastard was busy smashing his way through the masses of zombie units, lopping their heads off with his massive sword and splitting their bodies in half. He had already freed a contingent of his troops from the clutches of one mass of zombie demons, and the Factory Core had only been able to beat him back by simultaneously attacking him personally with three mechanical spiders and thereby forcing him to retreat. Even so, he had managed to liberate a good number of his warriors, who were now rampaging through the city and freeing their fellow comrades in turn. The Core desperately needed to procure a chunk of dragon bone, so it could find a way to destroy Grakk’n. 

	Just as it pushed the top of the lid off, the spider heard a sudden click. And then its vision disappeared as a massive crash rocked its entire body, hurling it across the room, ripping three of its legs off, and putting a huge dent in its trunk while severely damaging some of the internal machinery that kept it moving. 

	If the Factory Core could speak, it would have unleashed a torrent of violent curses at this moment. But all it could do was communicate with the now-blind spider and see if the mission was at all salvageable. 

	The booby trap that had smashed the spider had been a gigantic one-ton spring-loaded hammer hidden under the floor, activated by the final push of the casket top. The force of the blow would have instantly killed any living being, be it an ogre or a troll … but the mechanical spider, although badly damaged and blinded, was still functional. 

	As it responded to the Factory Core’s message, a surge of triumph tore through the Core. The fact that it could not see anymore would hamper things, yes. But with a bit of patience and tenacity, it could still complete the mission. 

	Using only its sense of touch, the spider tentatively felt its way back to the now-open tomb. Now that the top was off, there shouldn’t be any more dangers. The blind spider reached inside the casket, probing, while the Factory Core waited in suspense. And then, the spider’s leg touched something smooth, hard and immensely strong. The dragon bone armor of Emperor B’aak’tuk. 

	Elation rippled through the walls and machinery of the Factory Core as the spider lifted the suit, with the crumbling skeleton of the emperor still inside it, out of its resting place. It began the slow journey back to the surface, carrying this priceless treasure and hobbling awkwardly on its remaining functional limbs. But even though it would take far longer than expected, the Factory Core now knew that it could turn the tide of the battle against the Demon Horde. It was only a question of how long it would take to do this.

	



CHAPTER 33 

	“The demons are gaining ground,” muttered Randor as he, Bomfrey and Akzad watched through the Seeing Crystal while Grakk’n hacked through the hordes of zombie troops. “Even though those resurrected demons are a challenge for the regular demon warriors, this commander is proving to be a formidable enemy, one your machine is having difficulty dealing with.” 

	“The Factory Core will find a way to overcome that fiend,” said Bomfrey, feeling defensive, as if Randor’s observation of the trouble the Factory Core was having with Grakk’n was a personal criticism of himself. “He is a mere demon. Even if he is bigger, stronger and more intelligent than the others, he is still an insect compared to the Factory Core. My … I mean, our creation is already searching for ways to destroy him; of that you can be certain.”

	“If you say so, master dwarf, if you say so. I meant no disrespect,” said Randor. “I have no doubt that your fantastic machine will eventually overcome the armored demon. I just hope that it is able to do so before he and his fellow fiends reduce the fine city of Karak-Drang to rubble … and before the demons find a passage to the surface world. Already there is too much havoc up here, and rumors of war. Adding the Demon Horde to the mix will surely throw our world—what you dwarves refer to as the Above World—into chaos, the likes of which has not been seen for thousands of years. War, death and destruction could cover the entirety of this land if the Demon Horde breaks through to the surface.”

	“The Factory Core will stop them from doing this,” said Bomfrey, determined and confident. “I know it will. Trust me, wizard; it will not stop fighting until the demons have been beaten back into their cursed Infernal Realm.” 

	“For the sake of all of the realms of Men, Dwarves, Elves, Beastkin and all other races who inhabit this world,” said Randor warily, “I hope that you are right.” 

	They sat in silence for a while, each contemplating the darkness the Demon Horde would bring if it managed to break through to the Above World, and each silently praying that the Factory Core would prevent such a terrible thing from happening. None of the three said anything, but each seemed to know that the Factory Core was, at this stage, the world’s only hope against the might of the Demon Horde. 

	***

	Grakk’n split the skull of another zombie demon in half, grunting, and he whipped back his blade to watch as his enemy’s lifeless body slipped limply to the floor. He stared at the corpse—the corpse of one of his own soldiers, that the dwarves’ machine had resurrected and used against him—and suddenly a realization hit him. 

	“The more of my warriors who die,” he muttered, watching masses of zombies lurching and stumbling through the streets as his troops tried to fight them off, “the greater the numbers of these stupid things this cursed dwarven machine is able to make! Eventually, it will turn my entire army against me!”

	He had seen pieces of dwarven engineering inside the bodies of the black demons he had slain, and understood that the creatures he was fighting were more machine than fiend—perhaps entirely machine, really—and as he thought about this fact, another idea began to form in his mind. 

	“This dwarven abomination,” he muttered, “it’s using the dead bodies of my warriors as raw materials. But it’s also using other items it’s scavenging from this blasted city. If I take away its building materials, then it won’t be able to make anything new. Yes … yes! I need to remove that cursed machine’s resources! This is how I can destroy that bloody thing.”

	He watched as three demon warriors pounced on a zombie and dragged it to the ground, biting and clawing at it, and eventually managing, after a furious struggle, to rip its head off its shoulders. Even after that, though, the headless creature’s arms kept flailing around, and the demon warriors had to tear those off too. 

	“These wretched creations are strong,” he grunted, “but not immortal.” 

	He continued to watch as a lone demon warrior charged wildly at a zombie—and the zombie, with a slow but brutally strong swipe of its axe, slammed the blade into the warrior’s chest, splitting his heart open and killing him. Grakk’n roared, darted over to the zombie demon and took both of the creature’s arms off with two strokes of his blade, and then with a third he decapitated it, bellowing with savage glee as he did. 

	“Take his corpse away!” shouted Grakk’n to his warriors, pointing at the dead demon at his feet, who the zombie had killed. “Take all of our dead outside the city walls, so that the dwarven machines cannot take them and turn them against us!” 

	As the warriors obeyed his orders, Grakk’n knelt down next to the body of the black demon he had just butchered. 

	“Let’s see how this cursed thing works,” he growled, drawing a long, sharp dragon bone dagger from his belt. He could see that the torso of the zombie had been stitched up, so he stuck his blade into the scar and cut through the stitches, opening up the cut until the zombie’s entire chest could be opened up. Grakk’n stuck his claws into the wound, and ripped the flesh right open, exposing the entirety of the creature’s insides. 

	He was surprised to find a rather complex array of machinery inside the zombie demon’s cavity; there were gears, pistons, pipes, pushrods, wires, axels … It was all far too complex for him to even begin to understand, but what he did now know for certain was that these things were definitely more machine than organic. And one thing he knew about machinery was that if you smashed it up badly enough, it would not be repairable. 

	He stood up, raised his sword high above his head, and brought it down in a savage blow. Again and again he hacked and slashed at the pieces inside the zombie demon, until nothing was left of its former mechanical complexity—only broken, shattered machinery and scraps of twisted metal remained. 

	“Try fixing that,” he growled, hoping that the dwarven machine could somehow hear him. 

	He picked up the zombie’s axe and tossed it over to a nearby warrior, who caught the weapon.

	“Did you see what I just did to this thing?” grunted Grakk’n. 

	The demon warrior nodded, looking uncertain; demons were not used to fighting with weapons. 

	“Do the same thing I did to all of these things!” said Grakk’n. “Now we turn the tide against the dwarven machine! Make sure it cannot repair any of those freaks!” 

	The demon warrior grinned savagely; now he understood why Grakk’n had given him the axe. He jumped onto the corpse of a nearby zombie, cut its torso open, and then began gleefully chopping at the mechanical insides, smashing and battering and pulverizing the fine instruments until nothing remained but a mess of unsalvageable wreckage. 

	Grakk’n looked on with approval, nodding and smiling grimly. “Yes, yes,” he said. “This is good, this is good … this is how we will defeat the dwarves and their machine! All of you, pick up whatever weapons you can find, and destroy these corpses! Make sure not a single piston or gear inside these cursed things is salvageable! Smash them all to scrap!” 

	The demon warriors went about this job with primal joy, whooping and screaming as they scrambled and fought among themselves to grab an axe, and then got on with the grisly task of tearing open the zombie demons’ torsos and smashing their innards to smithereens. It was an assignment that the demon warriors took well to; if there was one thing they were exceptionally talented at, it was breaking things. 

	“Those who don’t have weapons, drag the bodies of all of your fallen comrades outside the city gates, now!” Grakk’n said. “We will not give this dwarven machine any more raw materials! Do it, move!”

	Those demon warriors who had not yet managed to find a blade obeyed this command, and they began carrying or pulling the bodies of their brethren toward the gates, where the cave trolls were just beginning to open up a tunnel through the pile of wreckage. Grakk’n watched all of this with satisfaction, feeling as if he was at last beginning to gain the upper hand in the battle to take the city. He was not nearly done yet though.

	He noticed the overturned body of a mechanical spider lying in a street nearby. His warriors had managed to rip its legs off, rendering it completely useless. Grakk’n suspected, however, that the case with the spiders was similar to that of the zombies; unless their complex insides were completely demolished, the dwarven machine would likely pick up their bodies and repair them—and have them back in the streets, fighting and killing his troops the next day. 

	“No,” he growled softly. “I’m not going to allow you to do that.”

	The carcasses of the geckoes were light enough that two or three demons could transport them, but the spiders were much larger and heavier. It would take too many warriors to move one successfully. On the other hand, a cave troll—with his immense strength—would be able to pick up a spider on his own. And now that they were almost done tunneling through the rubble, Grakk’n knew what their next job would be. 

	“You, you, you and you!” he roared, pointing at four warriors who had just finished whacking the belly of a zombie to pieces. “Pick up whatever dead steel lizards you see, and take them outside the city walls. Pile them up with our dead. Hurry up, move it, or I’ll have your ugly heads on spikes!”

	The demon warriors scampered off to go find whatever dead geckoes they could get their hands on. After this, Grakk’n turned his attention to the cave trolls. He strode over to them as the first few trolls came through the ruins. Grakk’n shoved the nearest slave driver demon aside and snatched his fire whip away from him, and then lashed it across a cave troll’s back. 

	“See that big bug made of metal, slave?” Grakk’n said. “Go and seize it. Carry it through the tunnel, and dump it outside the city. Move it, you ugly, stupid lump! Go!” He slashed the fire whip once again, and the creature cried with pain and anger. The cave troll had no option but to obey. So, pretty much dragging his slave driver demon behind him via the chain around his neck, the troll trudged off to go and carry out this order. 

	Grakk’n drew his sword and pointed it at the other slave driver demons. “All of you morons, listen up!” he roared. “You take these big fat idiots of yours and get them to take all the mechanical spiders they can find outside the walls, got it? And you’d best do it quickly; if I catch any of you lazing around, I’ll cut your ugly heads off and feed them to the cave trolls! Now hurry up, get moving!” 

	The slaver driver demons all cracked their whips and yanked on the chains around the creatures’ necks to direct them, and began leading the huge beasts through the city to search for fallen mechanical spiders that they could remove. Grakk’n watched all of this with a smile of satisfaction on his face. He did not know where the Factory Core was at this moment, but he hoped it was seeing what he was doing. He wanted it to know that he would not rest until he had defeated it and destroyed Karak-Drang. And right now, it seemed that this was, despite the Core’s best efforts, exactly what he was going to achieve. 

	“You dwarves and your machines think you’re so clever, don’t you?” he growled at the empty city, as his demons and cave trolls dragged out the bodies of dead demons, mechanical geckoes and spiders, and hacked at the machinery inside the bodies of the zombie demons. “Oh yes, you think you’re so clever, with your inventions and schemes … but you’re not too clever for me, you scum. I’ll destroy every last brick and stone in this town. I’ll wipe it off the face of the planet. I’ll burn every last piece of it to ashes … and when I’m done with that, I’ll take the Dark Lord’s armies to the Above World. And when we’re done with that, this whole world will be fire and ashes. And no army, and certainly no dwarven machine can stop me. It will all burn … everything will burn!” 

	



CHAPTER 34 

	The Factory Core was ruminating as Grakk’n pulled back units from their raiding and destroying, and instead got them into more disciplined order, showing them how to destroy the internal machinery of the zombies, and getting them to haul disabled geckoes outside the city walls, while the massive cave trolls did the same with damaged spiders. 

	The Core had not anticipated this reaction from the demon commander. Obviously Grakk’n was smarter than the dwarves—or the Core itself—had estimated. The Core had relied on being able to fix up broken units and get them back into the battlefield, and on creating more zombies from the bodies of demons slain in battle. Now, Grakk’n was changing the game by removing these valuable resources. While the Core had access to a number of factories, stores and workshops throughout the city, raw materials for manufacturing new weapons were starting to run low … and if Grakk’n applied his new ideas about restricting their availability, defending Karak-Drang would become a lot more difficult. 

	Still, while it was a stumbling block, this wasn’t necessarily something that would completely cripple the Core’s ability to fend off the demons. Already it was experimenting with completely different weapons, and novel ideas on how to turn everyday objects—objects that were plentiful in the city, and not items that anyone would really think to weaponize—into potent devices to kill enemies. 

	Inside the inner section of the Factory Core, it still had a decent store of snow, retrieved from the tops of the Smoky Mountains. The Core had not forgotten how effective cold was against the creatures from the Infernal Realm; the geckos’ enhanced crossbow bolts had turned many a demon to ice in the battles fought both inside and outside the city walls. 

	The problem was, though, that bolts, even with the mechanically-reloading semi-automatic crossbows that the Core had designed, were not the most efficient ammunition to use cold-enchanted magic on. 

	The Core’s super-mind was certain that a far more effective use could be made of cold magic, something that could take masses of demons out with one shot, rather than one at a time, as was the case with the crossbows. 

	In a similar vein, the zombie demons the Core had created were effective at fighting the warriors when massed, but they too were perhaps not the best use of gems and machine parts, the Core’s super-mind was now thinking. Yes, they may have been good at trapping pockets of demons between them, and crushing the invaders … but this technology should allow to do much more than that. 

	And the Core had just the idea of how to combine cold magic with its “resurrection” technique. 

	Lying on one of the Factory Core’s experimentation tables, waiting to be dissected and experimented on, was a corpse. But not that of a demon warrior. No, this was a much rarer corpse: that of a wraith. 

	Wraith bodies were very peculiar, for wraiths were not purely organic beings, like demons were. These cadavers were more than half ether and ectoplasm—spiritual matter, like that from which ghosts were made. There was an organic component, yes, but it was like a dry, withered husk of a human corpse, a mere shell to which the ether and ectoplasm bound itself to give the ugly thing life. 

	After killing a wraith, the ectoplasm that animated it would usually evaporate, leaving behind just a cloak and a skeletal hull of what looked like a withered human corpse. These remains would turn to dust in a few hours without the ectoplasm to bind them. 

	The Factory Core, however, had discovered a way to trap these spiritual residues, by slaying wraith with an enchanted weapon one of its spiders had discovered in its thorough search of Ancient Karak’s catacombs. This magic sword, once the prized possession of a great wizard, had ended up as part of the hidden treasure of the dead emperor. And once the Core had discovered just what it was that the magic sword was able to do, it had promptly sent a mechanical spider on a mission to kill a wraith with it, and bring the corpse back. 

	Now the wraith’s corpse—which still had the glowing emerald ectoplasm and ether attached to the withered husk of a skeleton beneath—lay on the Factory Core’s table. To figure out how the wraith blasted its jets of evil green fire from its fingertips, the Core began to cut it apart, opening the skull of the creature and paying close attention to its brain. 

	Like the rest of the wraith, the nervous system was kept alive by the ectoplasm and ether, and without these crucial substances, it would have turned quickly to dust, too. Unlike the rest of the wraith, however, the brain was the one part of the thing that wasn’t withered and rotten. The Core noted that the part of the cerebrum associated in humans with the ability to cast magic and absorb mana was particularly developed. Almost as strongly as that section of a true wizard’s brain. The core knew this from studying textbooks about anatomy that Bomfrey and the others had left behind. 

	Also, the Factory Core had recently begun experimenting with something that the dwarves had done rudimentary research into, but had not really made any huge progress with: electricity. 

	While the dwarves seemed to have a very crude understanding that, somehow, electrical signals were important in living bodies, they had not been able to do much actual research on the matter, largely due to the prohibition on necromancy, and anything that might be associated with it—like dissecting corpses. 

	Fortunately, the Factory Core was operating under no such restrictions, and as such, its super-mind had come to learn that charges of electrical current, applied to certain areas of the brain, or directly to muscles, could cause those muscles to contract, or, if applied to the brain, could cause whole limbs to act. 

	The Core’s super-mind had become fascinated with electricity for some time now, in fact, and desperately wished to research more into this amazing phenomenon. The Core believed it could create immensely powerful weapons by scaling up the ways in which it produced that elusive energy … but right now it had to work on defending the city, and could not devote the resources it needed to expand its testing program.

	That said, at this very moment, it was applying small charges of electricity to the areas of the dead wraith’s brain that controlled the creature’s magical abilities. Using magnets and wires, the super-mind of the Factory Core had been able to create a simple dynamo, and now, when it wired up the little dynamo to the wraith’s cerebral matter, interesting things were beginning to happen. 

	When one spot in particular was excited, the Core was pleased to see a tingle of evil green fire glowing on the dead wraith’s fingertips. Now, this fire—while extremely potent against dwarves, humans, elves, cave trolls and other such races—was not a particularly powerful weapon to use against demons, who were quite resistant to heat and fire. 

	The Core, however, had a plan. It sliced open the wraith’s emaciated arms, with their bone-white, withered-looking flesh, and examined the main nerves that ran from the stem to the creature’s fingertips, looking closely at the connections between all of them. It noticed, with interest, that in the wraith’s wrists there was a small gland that looked strangely similar to one it had seen in detailed anatomical diagrams of dragons’ throats … the gland that produced fire. 

	Again the Core sent a small electrical charge through the magic-associated area of the wraith’s brain, and while it saw the monster’s fingertips light up with green fire, it also noted this mysterious gland glowing bright green. Now the Core knew for certain that this specific organ was what produced the fire. 

	The Factory Core paused its experiment here to fetch a small scrap of iron. (Iron, a simple metal, was one of the best for holding enchantments when they were bound to it.) Using a magnifying lens and a tiny engraving blade, the Core etched runes for ice magic into the iron shaving, and then, using the snow it was keeping, it enchanted the iron with cold magic. 

	Next, the Core inserted the cold magic-enhanced iron shaving into the fire gland in the wraith’s wrist. There was a hissing sound, like a red-hot blade from a blacksmith’s forge being stuck into a bucket of cold water to cool down, and then the wraith’s fire gland turned from green to a bright blue. 

	The Factory Core was pleased, but it did not celebrate just yet. It had to test out this new development before it could declare its experiment to be a success. Placing a thick steel plate a couple of feet in front of the wraith’s outstretched fingertips to use as a shield and testing target, the Factory Core wound up the dynamo to produce a stronger charge of electricity—one that would actually cause a torrent of fire to blast out of the wraith’s fingertips. Well, not fire per se, not now that the gland in the creature’s hand had been altered … or so the Factory Core hoped. It would soon find out, in any case. 

	Without wasting any more time in conjectures, the Factory Core zapped a powerful charge into the brain. Immediately, the wraith’s fingers burned bright blue, and two torrents of intensely cold ice energy blasted out from the creature’s hands. The cold was so potent that it froze the thick steel plate solid in a second or two, and the steel shattered into hundreds of little shards. 

	Finally, the Factory Core allowed itself to feel a surge of jubilation. Now it had managed to create a weapon which, unlike its muskets and crossbows, could strike down dozens of demons at a time. 

	It was not finished though, not yet … for there was another application the Factory Core hoped to utilize this new ice magic for. It cleaned away the shards of frozen steel, and in the mechanical arms in front of the dead wraith’s hands, it placed one of the pieces of dragon bone armor its spider had retrieved from the tomb of Emperor B’aaktuk. 

	Dragon bone armor was impervious to many things. But dragons, like demons, were known to have weaknesses to cold. The Factory Core thought about the demon commander, Grakk’n, and his seemingly impenetrable suit of armor. 

	Perhaps, thought the Factory Core as it prepared another charge of electricity, the boastful commander was not quite as invincible as he thought he was in that armor. No, perhaps he had a weakness too. A weakness that the Factory Core believed it was about to discover.

	



CHAPTER 35

	“Randor,” said Bomfrey, “I know that keeping your true identity is of the utmost importance to you.”

	“Yes, yes it most certainly is!” said Randor almost forcefully. “Nobody can find out about who I really am. To the men of this city, I am simply an old cobbler. And I want it to stay that way until I have fully recovered. Indeed, it must stay that way until my powers are restored. If anyone were to reveal my true identity, not only would I be in great danger, but also the secret network of my fellow wizards, who are scattered throughout the world, and who are also regaining their strength in secret … it could bring great danger to all of us.”

	“And we two mean to keep it that way, of course,” said Bomfrey hastily, shooting a quick glance at Akzad, who nodded in agreement. “But we must inform our king of what is happening in Karak-Drang. And the only way we can convince him we are telling the truth about how things are going there is to show him what we can see through your Seeing Crystal.” 

	Randor frowned and folded his arms across his chest. “But that would mean bringing him here, to my house! And telling him who I really am!” 

	“It would, yes,” said Bomfrey. “And it is not a request I would ask of you lightly, without considering the consequences. But you must understand, Randor, that this is our ruler. It is to him we owe loyalty first and foremost. And he deserves, more than any other dwarf, to know what is taking place in his kingdom.” 

	The frown remained set on Randor’s face, and he shook his head slowly, looking displeased about the whole proposition. “I understand why you’d want to have your king here, master dwarf,” he said, “believe me, I do. Were I in your shoes, why, I’d probably ask the same thing. The problem is … I’m sure you know the old saying about secrets. ‘When one knows, it’s only half safe. When two know, it’s as good as told. When three know … the world knows.’

	“Already you two know about my true identity, and I believe you haven’t told anyone yet … but if your king finds out who I am, what’s to stop him telling everyone that the wizard Randor, long believed dead, is actually alive and well, living disguised as an old cobbler in one of the roughest neighborhoods in Merador? How can I know that my secret will be safe with him?”

	“I have known King Odok-Kram my whole life,” said Bomfrey, “from the time he was but a child. And he and I have been close ever since. I am one of his most trusted advisors. And, unlike some, he has great respect and reverence for wizards. He knows of your history, and how you wizards helped win the First Great War against the Dark Lord, even though you all paid a great price for it … and are still recovering from it.”

	“A great price we paid indeed to keep the world safe,” muttered Randor with a sigh. “One that I am still paying, with my powers being as diminished as they are.”

	“Once again, we understand your need for secrecy, we really do,” said Bomfrey. “But please, allow us to show our king what the Factory Core is doing. We had to do a great deal of convincing to get him to allow us to give the Factory Core the freedom it needed to fight the Demon Horde to the best of its ability. He is still wondering whether he made the right decision with regard to that. We need to prove to him that he did, to give him the strength to face his people—our people—with pride, and to show the naysayers, like that damn General Khazum, that we and the king acted in the best interest of our people, of our civilization. Please Randor … please allow us to bring the king here. We will make sure that he visits under the greatest secrecy, and that he promises on the bones of his venerated ancestors not to breathe a word to another living soul about your true identity.” 

	Randor leaned back in his chair and let out a long, slow sigh, and then shook his head. “I hope that I am not jeopardizing my fellow wizards and myself by doing this,” he said, “but … all right, master dwarf. You can take your king here, as long as he swears on everything dear to him to never reveal my real name to anyone.”

	Both Bomfrey and Akzad beamed out broad smiles at the wizard. “Thank you Randor, thank you!” said Bomfrey. “We assure you, your secret will be safe with our king. As safe as it is with us. Not a soul will know … not a single soul.” 

	Late that evening, well after midnight, the dwarves returned to Randor’s cottage. But this time, there were three of them. King Odok-Kram had come along after Bomfrey and Akzad had told him about Randor and the Seeing Stone, and the ability to use it to check what was happening with the Factory Core in Karak-Drang.

	The king was excited, both about seeing how the Factory Core was fighting the Demon Horde, and about meeting a wizard. The three of them walked through the dark streets with hooded cloaks covering their faces. This time, they felt a lot safer than the first time, for Randor was shadowing them, and watching over them in case of trouble—something that Akzad and Bomfrey were aware of, but not King Odok-Kram. Thus, when they finally reached Randor’s house, and the king knocked on the front door, he was quite surprised to see the wizard come strolling up behind them from the alley. 

	“King Odok-Kram of the Below World,” said Randor with a smile, sweeping his arm across his body in a standing bow to the dwarven king. “It is an honor to have royalty visiting my humble abode. Please, go in. The door is unlocked.”

	King Odok-Kram surprised everyone by getting down on one knee in front of Randor, and bowing down low to the wizard. “It is I who should be bowing to you, Randor,” said the king, still on his knees. “The sacrifices you wizards made when fighting the Dark Lord … The world owes you a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid. The Above World and the Below World … I know that well enough. It is true that there are some dwarves who do not give wizards the respect you sorely deserve, but I assure you, I am not one of those.”

	Randor smiled warmly at the king. “Please stand, master dwarf,” he said. “There is no need for you to bow to me. It is true that my brother wizards and I paid a great and terrible price when we stood against the Dark Lord, but that war was fought against orcs, goblins and wraiths under his command. Now, it seems, the Dark Lord is commanding an army of demons from the Infernal Realm. And from everything I have witnessed, the Demon Horde poses just as great a threat to our world as the Dark Lord’s previous army once did. Only this time,” he continued, his face darkening, “my powers and those of my fellow wizards are greatly diminished, compared to how they once were. I do not know if we have the strength to face these fiends from the Infernal Realm, should they break through to the Above World. I am praying—as I am sure you are—that this incredible machine of yours is able to keep the Demon Horde from doing that. If this machine fails … a darkness will fall over all the world, one that we may be powerless to fight against.”

	“Well, let us see what this machine is up to,” said the king, rising from his knees. “Come Randor, let me see this Crystal of yours. I wish to look upon the buildings of my fair city again … if anything is left of them.”

	“Go on in,” said Randor, “but prepare yourself, master dwarf. What my Seeing Crystal shows you, you might not enjoy.”

	The dwarves and Randor headed into the cottage, and Randor took them over to the table and set up the Seeing Crystal so that they could have a look. As soon as Randor activated the Seeing Crystal, which showed one of the many viewpoints of Karak-Drang that the Factory Core could see, King Odok-Kram stumbled back with surprise, almost falling over. 

	“By the gods!” he exclaimed. “It’s … it’s Karak-Drang! I can see it as clearly as if I was right there myself! Truly, this Seeing Crystal is a wondrous thing.” 

	The expression on his face quickly fell through, after he stepped back up to the table. Now that he had gotten past the shock of seeing Karak-Drang so clearly from afar, he was hit with a crippling blow of sadness as he realized the state his formerly beautiful city was in. Buildings were on fire and thick clouds of black smoke billowed everywhere as skirmishes raged throughout the streets between demon warriors and various mechanical troops and zombie demons. King Odok-Kram was particularly devastated to find that the entire barracks building had been demolished, and the city gates smashed in. It seemed that the demons were in the process of destroying more buildings too, and generally wrecking whatever they could get their hands on. 

	“Is this … is this how your machine is supposed to be protecting my city?” he gasped, taken aback with shock. “Its mechanical warriors are being beaten back by the vicious demons! They are burning my city, they are tearing it apart! They will leave nothing but rubble. Nothing but smoldering remains and ashes!” 

	“I assure you, my lord,” said Bomfrey, “that without the Factory Core’s efforts, our fair city would already be nothing but a pile of smoking bricks by now. It is only thanks to its tireless fighting and brilliant strategizing that much of the capital is still standing. You must appreciate, my lord, that the Core is battling against overwhelming odds, and that it never rests. Even now it is working on developing new weapons and innovative ways to tip the scales in our favor. And it will not give up, my lord, not until they tear it apart and leave nothing of it but the stones and metals of which it is composed. But the demons will not get that far, my lord. I know that this looks bad, however—”

	“Looks bad!” yelled the king, slamming his fist into the table. “It looks worse than ‘bad’! My city is burning to the ground, being taken apart stone by stone by these foul fiends!”

	“Master dwarf,” said Randor gently, “I know that it is a shock to see your beloved home in such a state, but I must say, from an outsider’s perspective … this Factory Core, this brilliant machine, it has done a job that no army on this planet could have accomplished. I fought the Dark Lord and his armies of monsters, and I know how powerful the forces of evil can be. Believe me, I know this well. And the Demon Horde, master dwarf, is just as potent and as terrifying a force as any legion of orcs or goblins that the Dark Lord has fielded before. Perhaps even more powerful than any army he has gathered before. I know what the armies of Dwarves, Elves and Men are capable of … and none of them would have been able to do what this machine has achieved.” 

	King Odok-Kram nodded slowly, and shook his head. “I know, wizard, I know,” he murmured, a great sadness coming over him. “You are right, the Factory Core has done a sterling job of fighting the Demon Horde so far. It is just difficult for me to see my country, the place that is dearest to my heart, being overrun and destroyed like this by these foul creatures. It … it breaks my heart.”

	“And ours too, my lord,” said Bomfrey. “Akzad and myself, we love Karak-Drang as dearly as you do, and it pains us to see it in such a state of desolation. And that is why we designed the Factory Core. To defend our beloved city in case anything like this ever happened. And now that it has … well, as Randor has said, the Core is doing a better job than any existing army could.” 

	Bomfrey and Akzad, of course, did not mention the fact that they had given the Core a license to cannibalize any structure it deemed fit; King Odok-Kram was upset enough as it was about the demolition of Karak-Drang at the hands of the demons, and if he learned that the Factory Core was also to blame—even if it was for the noble purpose of defending the realm—he would likely have become even more irate. 

	“Curse these devils!” snarled the king. “They know nothing but destruction and death. Curse them all, and curse the Dark Lord and the Infernal Realm too!” 

	“I know it is painful to watch, master dwarf,” said Randor, “but do not despair too much. I have spent much time observing this machine, and I believe that it does have a real chance of saving your lands from total annihilation … and if not that, then at least preventing the demons from breaking through to the Above World.” 

	King Odok-Kram sighed and shook his head. “I know, I know,” he said. “The Factory Core is doing everything it can to hold those evil creatures at bay. I know I made the right decision in authorizing its use.”

	“There are some, my lord, who question that decision,” said Bomfrey. “Indeed, I believe they question more than that. They question … your ability to rule.”

	The king looked up at Bomfrey, surprise etched on his forehead. “What are you talking about, Bomfrey?” he said. “If I didn’t know you better, I would say that you are suggesting you’ve overheard whisperings of … well, of treason!”

	“I will not go so far as to accuse anyone of treason, my lord,” said Bomfrey, “but I will caution you to be vigilant. Myself and Akzad, we have witnessed something quite interesting.” 

	King Odok-Kram narrowed his eyes. “Really? And what was it that you saw, pray tell?”

	“We saw General Khazum getting drunk in a Merador tavern with none other than Ser Greenfield and his fellow knights. Khazum’s tongue was loose, and he made no secret about his disdain for the Factory Core. But what was more, my lord, Ser Greenfield was acting as if he was very interested in our formidable machine. His interest went far beyond curiosity, my lord. In fact, I would say that he may have had ulterior motives in taking Khazum out drinking.”

	Randor nodded. “I can confirm this, master dwarf,” he said to the king. “I too saw this. And I must warn you, Ser Greenfield is not a man to be trusted. He is close to King Pavanir, who is a greedy and overly ambitious ruler who has long sought to sow the seeds of war among the other cities of Men. What has held back his ruthless ambition thus far is the fact that Merador cannot field an army large or strong enough to successfully conquer the other territories. However, if he acquired a weapon such as the Factory Core … things might well change.” 

	King Odok-Kram grimaced. “The Demon Horde pushes ever on, threatening to break through to the Above World and wreak death and devastation on all living things … and all these fools can think about is their own greed. How much gold did I pay that viper King Pavanir in order to house my people in the crypts beneath his city? And now he looks to take even more from us! Well, I will not have it. I will not allow that snake to steal the Factory Core from us and use it for his own selfish purposes.”

	“I do not think we have to worry too much about that for the moment, my lord,” said Akzad. “Even if General Khazum tells Ser Greenfield every single thing he knows about our invention, it is still but a scratch on the surface of knowledge about the Core. I believe there is no real danger of Ser Greenfield and his knights actually being able to capture the weapon.

	“Even if they could reach it, they would have to get inside, and then go through the maze of corridors within to get to the control room. And even in that room, they would have to possess intricate knowledge of dwarven runes, not to mention detailed information about the inner workings of the Core, in order to pose any sort of significant threat. And, above all, we must remember that the Core is not some mindless engine that can be driven and directed by any pilot who takes its commands. It has a mind and a will of its own … and it is loyal to us, its creators. It will not simply allow some evil-minded man to waltz in and take over.”

	“Even so, we ought to remain vigilant,” cautioned Bomfrey. “Khazum and Greenfield may not know much about all this, but we must not make the mistake of underestimating our enemies.” 

	“You are right, Bomfrey,” said King Odok-Kram, “and I thank you for bringing this matter to my attention. Gah! It angers me that not only should I have to worry about the very survival of my city, but that I must now also have to worry about betrayal from within the ranks of my most trusted inner circle, and the greed of Men, which seems to know no bounds.”

	“It is a tragic thing, my lord,” said Bomfrey, “but one that we must always be on our guard about.”

	“I know this well, as a ruler,” said the king. “It is something my father taught me from an early age: ‘Be very, very careful who you trust,’ he used to say to me. ‘A king cannot trust people the way a normal man does,’ he said … and now I see the truth in those words.” 

	“I know that this is not strictly my affair,” interjected Randor, “but I want to assure you that if you need my help in any way, master dwarves, to counter the threat that these traitors pose to you, I will do what I can to stop them.” 

	King Odok-Kram smiled gratefully at the wizard. “I thank you for your offer, Randor,” he said. “And who knows, it may be one that I need to take you up on. But I will remain extra vigilant from now on, and guard my words when I am around General Khazum. Anyway, I have seen enough tonight; I cannot bear to look at my destroyed city any more. I must leave and try to get some rest … if I can, in these dark and worrying times.” 

	



CHAPTER 36 

	The prison cells in the dungeons of Merador were damp and dark, and never saw the light of day. The only sounds down here in the depths were the scrabbling of rats, the dripping of water, the mutterings and mournful wailings of prisoners, and the occasional screams of a man being tortured. 

	Trapper Holt leaned back against the dank, slimy wall of his tiny cell and shivered. One of the city’s most prolific thieves, he had finally been caught, and sentenced to death. Unlike the nobility, who were beheaded if they committed a crime, forty-year-old Trapper was regarded as a common criminal, and as such he would hang. Hanging was sometimes mercifully quick, if one’s neck broke when the trapdoor opened … but oftentimes the drop failed to kill a man instantly, and he would end up being choked to death by the noose, a painful process that sometimes took minutes, while his face turned purple and his tongue almost popped out of his mouth. The best Trapper could hope for was that the rope broke his neck swiftly. He was a master of lockpicking and escape, and had broken free from many a prison before, but this time the City Watch had made sure that the cell they threw him in was one that it was impossible to get out of. 

	When he heard steps coming down the hall, he assumed it was for some other prisoner; his execution was only scheduled for the next day. Thus he was surprised when he found those footsteps coming to a halt outside his own cell, and when he heard a key turning in the lock. He closed his eyes against the orange glare of the flaming torch as two men walked in. 

	“You’ve got a visitor, scum,” grunted the guard. 

	“So,” said an unfamiliar voice before Trapper could respond, “this is the famous, or infamous I should say, Trapper Holt, greatest and sneakiest thief in all of Merador. You are he, yes?” 

	There was no point in denying it. Trapper had already been sentenced and convicted, and any pretense of innocence would be useless at this point.

	“Yeah, that’s me,” Trapper rasped in his gravelly voice. 

	“A lockpicker like no other, able to squeeze into places even a rat would have difficulty entering, and able to climb walls and jump from rooftop to rooftop with agility greater than any cat’s, yes?” 

	Trapper smirked. “I was the best bloody thief in this whole city, yeah. And now I’m going to pay for that honor with my life. What’s it to you, anyway? Who the hell are you?”

	Trapper’s dark-accustomed eyes had now become adjusted to the light, and he was perplexed to see standing before him a knight in gleaming, expensive armor. What business did a knight have coming down here to the prison cells to have a chat with a convicted thief on Death Row? 

	“I, Trapper, am the key to your future,” said the knight. 

	“Future?” scoffed Trapper with a dark, raspy laugh that was dripping with sarcasm. “My ‘future’ ends tomorrow with the hangman’s noose! Go on, take your fancy armor and your expensive sword and get the hell out of here. Let me enjoy my last day alive in peace. You can come to my execution tomorrow and laugh as I shudder and jerk on the end of the hangman’s rope along with everyone else in this city.” 

	“It doesn’t have to, Trapper,” said the knight mysteriously. “There is … another way for you. It would involve your skills as a master thief, and a willingness to creep, undetected, into a warzone. It would be a mission of great risk and peril, but the rewards for you, if you were able to pull it off, would be immense. Not to mention the fact that, you know, you would get to live, instead of meeting your end on the gallows tomorrow.” 

	For the first time in a long time, Trapper felt a very specific sensation: hope. 

	“I … bloody well yes!” he exclaimed, sitting up straight. “Of course I’ll bloody do it! I don’t care what kind of warzone it is, I’ll sneak in there like the quietest cat, and steal whatever you need me to!” 

	“Excellent,” said Ser Greenfield, his smile looking sinister in the orange glow of the burning torch. “Guard, unshackle the prisoner. He’s a free man now, pardoned for his crimes by royal decree of King Pavanir. Come Trapper, you and I have many things to discuss.”

	



CHAPTER 37

	“Burn it down,” growled Grakk’n. “All of these, raze them to the ground!”

	“Yes, commander!” exclaimed the unit of demon warriors. They set about torching the buildings, and Grakk’n watched with a look of grim satisfaction on his face. 

	It was the end of the day—a long, hard day of fighting. He had lost a great many troops, but he had succeeded in his goal: he and his demons now had possession of a third of Karak-Drang. The battle had been furious, and the resistance fierce. The Factory Core had sent out wave after wave of mechanical spiders, geckoes and zombies, and these units had fought hard against his warriors. But ultimately, the demons’ reluctance to yield a single inch paid off. 

	Also, since Grakk’n had earlier changed tactics, and had taken to removing all of the dead or disabled forces from the battlefield, the Factory Core’s resistance had been weakening. Even though it had taken control of all of the city’s workshops and factories, the Core couldn’t produce any sort of troops at a fast enough rate to cover its losses. Consequently, the units of the Factory Core were beginning to dwindle in number, while it seemed that however many demon warriors were killed, there were always more to replace them. 

	And this was not all, of course. Grakk’n had asked the Dark Lord for reinforcements of a very special kind—not simply more mindless warriors, or even wraiths. No, Grakk’n had wanted something quite specific to counter the threat the Factory Core’s increasingly powerful and complex weaponry posed. The Dark Lord had agreed to send this backup, and they were due to arrive from the Infernal Realm the following morning. 

	The demon warriors were organic beings, and as tough as they were, they got tired and needed rest. Grakk’n would have liked to press on with his attack throughout the night, but realized that his grunts needed to recover from the long, hard day of fighting if they were to continue their violent conquest. 

	He stood atop the tower—one of the City Watch towers near the gates, that offered a commanding view over the whole capital—and saw the fires his subordinates had been setting burning everywhere. The sounds of fighting from distant streets and alleys echoed over the city; the screams and howls of demons, the clang of steel against steel, and the crunching explosions of burning edifices collapsing. 

	“Another few days,” he muttered to himself, fingering the hilt of his sword, “and this whole city will be ours. And then, when that cursed dwarven machine has nowhere left to run to, it too will be burned to ashes.” 

	Just then, he heard footsteps scampering up the stairs of the tower. He let out a low, rumbling growl as a demon warrior approached. The warrior was carrying a huge longbow, and a large quiver of arrows. 

	“The weapon you asked the Dark Lord for, master,” said the demon as it presented Grakk’n with the bow. 

	Grakk’n snatched the items from his hands and shoved him away. 

	“Get out of here before I test this on you,” he snarled. 

	The warrior nodded and scampered away, not wanting to experience first-hand what the large, powerful bow could do to its target. Grakk’n, meanwhile, slowly examined the weapon, turning it over in his hands. He gripped it and gave the taut string a few test pulls. It was suitably strong, and would launch an arrow over a considerable distance. As for the arrows themselves, they came with a sweet little surprise: the black steel arrowheads had been enchanted by the Dark Lord himself with strong fire magic. Whatever target these arrowheads slammed into would explode in a huge fireball. 

	“There’s only one way to make sure this thing works properly,” growled Grakk’n to himself. 

	He nocked an arrow to the bowstring, raised the bow and pulled the string back. Atop this tower, fifty feet up in the air, with a view over the whole area, he was standing in an ideal position for a bit of sniping. 

	He scanned the city, searching for a target. He soon found one; around three hundred yards away, a mechanical gecko was scrambling up the wall of a tall building, shooting cold-enchanted crossbow bolts at a group of warriors below it. The gecko was too high up for any of the demons to reach, and every time one of them started climbing up the wall to attack it, the damn bug would shoot the demon down. 

	“You think you’re safe up there, do you?” growled Grakk’n as he leaned in close to the bow and lined up the gecko in his sights. “Hahaha, not for much longer, steel lizard.” 

	Accounting for the curve the arrow would take in flight, and the distance between himself and the mark, Grakk’n finalized his aim. He drew in a deep breath, held the bow rock steady and still, and then released. 

	The arrow thrummed through the air, arcing up and then slightly downward as it sped toward its victim. The gecko only had a half second to look up as it sensed the projectile speeding toward it—but that was far too little time for it to react. 

	The heavy arrow slammed into the steel body, and there was a blast like a grenade exploding as the fire magic was activated. A massive fireball billowed out from the gecko. And when the smoke cleared, Grakk’n grinned as he saw that most of the creature’s body had been blown to smithereens. The charred, twisted remains of the gecko dropped off the wall into the crowd of warriors below, and they attacked what was left of it with gleeful violence, tearing it to shreds and making sure that there was nothing left of it to salvage. 

	“This works better than I thought it would,” grunted Grakk’n with a smirk. “And with the extra reinforcements arriving tomorrow, I know that the day will be mine. Your days are numbered, cursed dwarven machine. Oh yes, your days are numbered.” 

	



CHAPTER 38

	The Factory Core rumbled as it watched the city burn. The tide of the battle had indeed turned, and despite the Core’s many efforts and ingenuity, the upper hand lay now with the Demon Horde. 

	Even so, the Factory Core was not prepared to give up yet. Not by a long shot. It was continuing its experimentation with electricity, and had managed to slay a handful of wraiths with the magic sword, and had turned them into zombie ice wraiths. While the Core’s troop numbers had diminished greatly, with many mechanical spiders and geckoes being ripped to pieces and dragged outside the city walls, and many zombie demons suffering the same fate, the Core’s determination to fight the horde and win the battle for Karak-Drang had not faded out at all. In fact, the Core was feeling more determined than ever to prevail. The spirits of the ancient heroes bound to its walls were aflame with fury and the desire for vengeance.

	That night, while the demons dozed off, with over a third of the city burning down and being reduced to rubble, the Core worked harder than ever, producing more soldiers in the various workshops and factories across Karak-Drang, and secretly moving its new, ultra powerful weapons—the ice wraiths—into position to strike when the time was right. 

	Another way in which the Factory Core was at a disadvantage, though, was the fact that raw materials were beginning to run low. Even with the Core’s ability to utilize the city itself for resources, certain materials were simply in low supply. There was coal, for driving the engines that powered some of the troops, and energy crystals, which powered others. Both of these fuel sources were becoming scarce, and while there were more stores of them in other dwarven cities, the Factory Core would have to send spiders out to collect them and bring them back—and somehow get past the Demon Horde in doing this. It was a risky, if not impossible mission. 

	Then there was demon blood—an alternative source of fuel. It would have been more viable, however, if the demons had not now decided to drag their dead outside the city walls after battles and skirmishes. 

	No … electricity, the Factory Core believed, would be the best source of fuel. If it could find a way to store electricity—to create batteries, essentially—out of things that were in good supply in Karak-Drang, it believed that it would stand a good chance of regaining the upper hand in the fight. The problem was, of course, that achieving such a goal would require more time, more research. Things that were also in terribly short supply. 

	Still, the Core persisted with its research into electricity, devoting a significant portion of the brainpower of its super-mind to trying to discover the secret of storing an electrical charge in some kind of cell.

	As it was, the ice mages were powered by coils that were cranked via little steam motors, with the energy crystals that powered mechanical geckoes serving as power sources. Zombie wraiths had light bodies, and didn’t need much energy to move around—not nearly as much as zombie demons, for example. And it didn’t take much energy to zap their brains and activate the ice glands either. The problem with wraiths was simply getting enough of their corpses. And killing them, of course; it was difficult to get a spider close enough to one of them to slay it. Also, there was the ever-present danger of the magic sword falling into the enemy’s hands; if it did, the potential to create any more ice wraiths would be forever lost. 

	Still, the Core had managed to create a few of these units. And with this small handful of zombie ice wraiths, it intended to stage a blitzkrieg surprise attack on the encamped demon forces in the city in the early hours of the morning. A couple hours before dawn. The Core knew that the demons were weary after a long day of fighting, and they would be at their most vulnerable. 

	Thus, while the fires of industry burned on one side of Karak-Drang and the fires of wanton destruction raged on the other, in the darkest hours before dawn, the Factory Core sent its new weapon out to assault the enemy. 

	The zombie ice wraiths, accompanied by bodyguard forces of mechanical spiders, crept silently out of the area of the city controlled by the Factory Core and through the streets of what was now a kind of no-man’s-land—the deserted zone between the part of the capital under demon control, and that under the Core’s control. The Core knew that the demons had posted sentries outside the places where they slept—and to deal with these guards, it sent out squadrons of geckoes; a sniper’s crossbow bolt in the night was silent and deadly, and wouldn’t wake any sleeping warriors. 

	The geckoes crept ahead using the darkest shadows to remain invisible, and avoiding any space where the light from burning fires might reflect off the metallic surface of their bodies. The Factory Core was controlling them all simultaneously; they were individuals, each making their own choices and moving in their own ways, on their own individual missions, yet at the same time they were all part of one gigantic mind that knew exactly where each of them was, and where each needed to be. 

	The Factory Core looked through the eye lenses of each gecko, making sure each one got into a prime sniping spot in the dark shadows near the places where the demons were encamped, and got the demon sentries lined up in the sights of their crossbows. For the attack to be most damaging, each of the sentries would need to be executed at exactly the same time, and the zombie ice wraiths would need to launch their attacks as one. 

	Finally, all the gecko snipers were in place, with the unsuspecting sentries lined up in their sights. The time to launch the surprise attack had come.

	The Factory Core’s super-mind instructed the geckoes to fire their crossbows, which they all did at exactly the same moment. Dozens of ice-enchanted bolts whizzed through the air, and in a mere second dozens of sentries exploded, turned to shards of ice. Now that they had been eliminated, the zombie ice wraiths and their bodyguard companies of mechanical spiders were able to creep up close to the places where the demon warriors were resting: ruined buildings, alleys, and other such places. The zombie ice wraiths, directed by the Factory Core, positioned themselves so that the blasts of ice energy that would surge out of their fingertips would hit as many enemies as possible. 

	Then, when all of the zombie ice wraiths were in position, it was time for phase two of the plan. The Factory Core zapped their brains with electrical charges, and in a second the darkened streets were glowing bright blue, as torrents of ice energy blasted from the wraiths’ hands, engulfing swathes of sleeping demons in rivers of death. 

	The demons didn’t even know what hit them; the ice magic was as destructive to them as their wraiths’ green fire was to dwarves. The whooshing rush of cold energy blasted them to shards of ice in milliseconds, and hundreds were gone before the others were even able to open their eyes. 

	But soon enough, they did awaken. And those that weren’t swallowed and flash-frozen in the torrents of glowing blue ice energy sprang to their feet, howling and roaring with surprise and rage, preparing to counter-attack at once. 

	The Factory Core had been prepared for this too, though. As soon as the surviving demons came out of their stupor, it directed the spiders’ muskets in their direction, shooting them down as they jumped up. The zombie ice wraiths, meanwhile, continued to blast their gushes of ice energy into the enemy, plowing trails of shattered ice through their masses as they scrambled to fight back. 

	Outside Karak-Drang, where Grakk’n was resting, he jumped up with a start at the unexpected sound of battle coming from within the city walls. Roaring with anger, he grabbed his sword, bow and arrows, and called a contingent of wraiths to charge with him inside to check what was going on. 

	“What the hell is this blasted dwarven machine doing now?” he roared. “Wraiths, move! Hurry!”

	They raced through the neighborhoods, running past ruined, burning buildings and piles of demon corpses. And lots of shattered shards of ice that had once been demons. 

	“That cursed thing has a new ice weapon,” he growled. “What is it?”

	He heard the sounds of battle coming from a nearby street, so he sprinted over there, trailed by the wraiths. As he turned around the corner, he caught a sight that filled him with extreme anger: a wraith shooting webs of blue energy into the ranks of his warriors and causing immense death and destruction. 

	“Gah!” he roared. “Now this blasted thing has managed to resurrect wraiths! Curse it, curse the dwarves and their damned machine! Gah, I’ll deal with this wraith myself!” 

	He slung his bow over his back, grabbed his dragon bone tower shield, and drew his sword. He was not scared of any dwarven weaponry, and certainly did not fear this revived wraith; he would chop it to pieces with his blade, just as he had done with the zombie demons. 

	With a roar he leaped straight at the ice wraith, keeping his tall shield in front of him as cover from the blasting streams of ice energy. The ice wraith turned to face him as he bore down on it, and it redirected its deadly fingers in his direction. Grakk’n grunted and stumbled back when the spurts smashed into his shield, but inside his helmet he grinned; that attack was in no way powerful enough to hold him back, and all he would need to do was use his strength to push against it until he reached the wraith, and then—

	Crack!

	The sound was loud and unmistakable—and it had come from his dragon bone shield, against which the barrage of bright energy was still blasting. 

	Crack! Crack! 

	Grakk’n took a quick peek at his shield, and discovered with alarm that splits were beginning to appear in it, and that the smooth, black texture of the fire-hardened dragon bone was turning brittle and glistening with frost. The realization of what this meant sent a jolt of panic through Grakk’n, and he felt, running through his veins, something that he hadn’t felt for a very, very long time. Fear. 

	His armor was no longer impervious to the weaponry of the dwarven machine. Finally, it had found something that could destroy hardened dragon bone—and this weapon was about to obliterate his shield. Next would be his armor, and then… 

	As predicted, his tower shield exploded in a shower of frozen fragments, all of which shattered into a million pieces as they hit the pavement. Now the wraith’s ice energy was firing directly onto Grakk’n’s armor, and he knew that he had mere seconds to take cover before that too burst out and left him naked and vulnerable. 

	In desperation, he dived behind a wall, temporarily taking shelter from the nightmarish onslaught. However, it seemed that the ice wraith was intent on dealing with him. He heard its river of ice energy striking against the wall, and heard the tell-tale sound of the bricks cracking as they too turned to ice. He got up and sprinted off just as the wall exploded. As the twin torrents of ice energy followed him, he jumped through the window of a nearby building, breaking the glass and crashing to the wooden floor inside in a heap. Panting, he flattened his body on the ground as the blue ray of death came pouring through the open window right behind him. 

	“Wraiths!” he yelled. “Kill that blasted thing, kill it!” 

	The wraiths screamed in their high-pitched, ear-splitting shrieks in response, and hurried over to do combat with their resurrected comrade. For a few seconds, the torrents of ice energy vanished from above Grakk’n as the wraiths began attacking the traitor. Quickly, though, he heard the howls of his own wraiths being killed, one by one. The ice magic was just as effective against them as it was against any other beast from the Infernal Realm. 

	At least, the wraiths were managing to distract the wretched creature. So, using this opportunity, Grakk’n scrambled to his feet, nocked one of the Dark Lord’s arrows to his bowstring, and took hasty aim through the window at the ice wraith as it was engaged in combat. 

	The ice wraith blew its opponent to shards of ice, and then turned its attention back to Grakk’n. But at that very instant, he loosed his arrow. It flew straight and true, and slammed into the ice wraith’s head, exploding in a huge, potent fireball upon impact. Grakk’n pumped his fist as the fire vanished and the black smoke cleared, for all that was left of the thing was a smoking pile of tattered rags. 

	“You haven’t beaten me yet, you cursed machine,” he snarled. 

	Just then, though, a contingent of mechanical spiders rounded the corner at the top of the street. And with them was another ice wraith. Grakk’n only just had time to drop to the floor before new gushes of ice energy shot through the windows above him. This time, he knew that luck was not on his side. So he roared out a snarl of rage and frustration, and crawled on his hands and knees to escape the building via the rear entrance, and flee like a coward. 

	The tide of the battle for Karak-Drang, it seemed, had turned once again. 

	



CHAPTER 39

	“So,” said King Pavanir with a sneer of disapproval, “this is the greatest thief in my kingdom. The one who has ‘relieved’ so many of my nobles and rich merchants of their gold and jewels, eh?” 

	“Aye, that is me, my lord,” said Trapper, bowing low before the king in his private chamber, with Ser Greenfield and Professor Alandarus—an elderly scholar, and an expert in dwarven runes—watching on. 

	“You look like a common street thug, or a rough peasant,” said the king. 

	“Aye my lord,” agreed Trapper. He had been cleaned up and given a new set of clothes, a haircut and a shave since being pardoned and removed from the cells, but he did still look like a common ruffian. “Anonymity is the best disguise. Looking like everyone else you’d meet on a street makes it harder for guards to spot me. Looking different to others—wearing fancy clothes or carrying an expensive sword, or having a stylish haircut—these things draw attention to oneself, and a man like me, doing what I do … well, my lord, I don’t like drawing no attention to myself.” 

	“Yes, yes, I understand,” said Pavanir, still scowling with distaste. “Anyway, you are aware of the stakes should you fail in this mission, yes? And of the reward you shall gain if you succeed…”

	“Aye my lord,” answered Trapper, still kneeling. “Well, if I fail I die. It’s as simple as that. And I would’ve died today anyway, with a hangman’s noose around my neck, had my lord not been so generous as to offer me this job. So I’m not too bothered about that. And if I succeed, enough gold on which to live comfortably for the rest of my days. Aye my lord, I like the sound of that, I do. You can bet, my lord, that I’ll be doing everything I can to make this mission a success.” 

	“Good, good,” said the king, nodding slowly. “Well, you can read and write well enough, yes?”

	“I can, my lord,” answered Trapper. 

	“Professor Alandarus here will go over the scrolls you will take with you, that have translations of the dwarven runes into our language. It is very important that you do not lose these scrolls. They are the key to taking control of the Factory Core and, as such, the key to your own survival. If you enter the Core and misplace the scrolls, you are as good as dead. The dwarven machine is quick to kill any who enter its structure who it perceives as an enemy.”

	“I understand that, my lord, believe me,” said Trapper. “I’ll make sure I keep these parchments on me at all times, and that I use ‘em well.”

	“Yes, you had better do that,” said Pavanir. “And, of course, equally important is activating the correct runes. You are familiar with melting down gold, I assume … in your ‘profession’, this is something I am sure you have done a lot of.”

	Trapper grinned mischievously, exposing a mouth filled with crooked yellow teeth. 

	“Aye my lord, I’m no stranger to melting fine metals.” 

	“Well you’ll need this then,” said King Pavanir, handing Trapper an enchanted goblet that could instantly liquefy solid gold. “The runes can only be triggered by pouring molten gold into them. So you’ll have to take this too,” he added, offering Trapper a bag of gold coins. “Oh, and don’t imagine that you can simply take these and disappear. You’ll be escorted to the entrance to the Below World by my guards, who will wait there until you return. And there is only one way in and out of the Below World. If you return to our world without the Factory Core, I promise you, you’ll be tortured to death very slowly and very painfully. You’ll wish you had been hanged today. And if you try to escape some other way … well, being tortured by my guards will sound like heaven compared to what will happen to you if the demons capture you.” 

	Trapper accepted the bag of coins and the enchanted goblet, and put them in his leather satchel, along with the scrolls. 

	“Don’t you worry my lord, I don’t intend to try to flee, or to fail this mission. I’ll get that dwarven machine for you, or I’ll die trying. I promise you that.” 

	“Good, good,” said King Pavanir, smiling menacingly. “Well then, go with Professor Alandarus to his chambers, where he’ll go over his scrolls in detail with you. After that, my guards will take you straight to the entrance to the Below World. And once you’re underground, you’re on your own.”

	“I won’t disappoint you, my lord,” said Trapper, rubbing his hands together as he thought of the reward that awaited him should he succeed. It was easier than thinking about what would await him in the event of failure. 

	“Good, good,” said King Pavanir once again. “Now, off with you, you scoundrel. Go!” 

	“Come on, thief,” said Ser Greenfield. “You’ve got a lot of work to do. Move it!” 

	Trapper, Ser Greenfield and the professor all left the king’s chambers, and Pavanir sat and watched them go, smiling with a glint of greed in his eyes. If the thief could succeed in capturing the Factory Core and bending it to Pavanir’s will, it would give him the power he had long lusted after. The power to create an empire. 

	



CHAPTER 40

	A blast of rage surged through the Factory Core’s super-mind as Grakk’n’s fire arrow destroyed one of its ice wraiths. The ice wraiths had proved to be tremendously effective against both demons and wraiths, and—the Core was pleased to see—against Grakk’n himself. No longer would the demon commander’s dragon bone armor protect him to the point of near invulnerability against its weapons. Now, finally, it had discovered something that could put an end to his annoying existence. 

	However, those fire arrows were a serious threat to the Core’s units, and its ice wraiths, which were precious few in number. The Core knew that if Grakk’n managed to take out all of the remaining ice wraiths, its advantage would be overturned, and the tide of the battle would swing yet again. And if the demons gained the upper hand this time around, the Core was aware that its chances of defending the city might be reduced almost to zero. Raw materials and fuels were now in dangerously short supply, and the only way for the Factory Core to get more of these vitals supplies would be to send large contingents of spiders and geckoes out of the capital. A mission that was becoming more impossible as the demons occupied and destroyed ever larger sections of the city, and with their armies surrounding the city walls and cutting off any escape routes. 

	The Factory Core was still convinced that electricity—if it could discover a way to hold a charge—would be the key to winning the battle for Karak-Drang once and for all. It still dedicated as much time as it could into researching this phenomenon, but its time, like its resources, were being stretched to capacity. For the moment, the ice wraiths were formidable weapons, but the Factory Core had only managed to make seven of them—and now Grakk’n had blown one of them up. 

	The Core knew that taking out Grakk’n was another priority that should rank at the very top of its list, and now, while he was on his back foot, it realized that it had to strike fast, and strike hard. The Core’s super-mind directed all of the remaining ice-wraiths away from their skirmishes with various groups of demons, and instead sent them in pursuit of Grakk’n. 

	Finding him was easy enough; after all, the Core had eyes all over the city. As Grakk’n sped through the streets, the Factory Core followed him, plotting the path of his flight against the photograph-like memories of the maps and blueprints of the city it had committed to memory. 

	The course of the demon commander’s retreat was predictable; he was trying to get back to the city gates, through which he could escape, and thereafter rejoin the mass of demons waiting outside. If he managed to reach the gates, the Core would lose its chance. 

	One problem with the ice wraiths was their slowness of movement. The Core, however, quickly came up with a plan to overcome this limitation. It directed the ice wraiths to jump onto the backs of mechanical spiders, which were able to run just as fast as Grakk’n. 

	The hunt was on, with Grakk’n charging through the desolate ruins that were Karak-Drang, jumping over walls, scrambling up buildings and leaping from rooftop to rooftop in his madcap flight to escape. 

	The ice wraiths, mounted now on spiders, were right behind him in hot pursuit, and were coming from all over the city, converging on Grakk’n with a single-minded focus: to annihilate this demon commander once and for all. 

	As one of the riding ice wraiths rounded a corner, getting onto the road along which Grakk’n was sprinting, the demon commander spun around with a snarl, and, mid-stride, fired off one of his arrows. Even though it was a fast shot, taken with barely a second to aim, the arrow flew straight and true—but the spider reared up and took the hit itself. The Core was prepared to sacrifice spiders, because as valuable as they were, they were still not as valuable as ice wraiths. 

	The arrow smashed into the underside of the spider, and the resulting explosion tore the metallic creature to pieces, blowing it apart. With the large arachnid taking the brunt of the blast, the ice wraith landed with a crash on the ground but survived.

	Grakk’n roared with defiance and rage. However, before he could take another shot at the injured ice wraith, two more spiders and their fearsome riders came scuttling around the corner, and the ice wraiths shrieked their ear-piercing, shrill cries as they caught sight of Grakk’n. He had to sprint off again, with jets of ice energy shooting after him like lightning bolts. 

	As the ice wraiths hunted him down relentlessly, Grakk’n skidded around another corner and found himself in an alley, with tall, windowless and doorless buildings on either side of him. With the ice wraiths on his tail, Grakk’n had no option but to bolt down into the alley. However, after a few seconds he came to the end of it—another huge frontage with no openings. The demon commander was completely trapped. 

	The ice wraiths on the spiders soon came barging into the dead end, and they skidded to a halt. They stared at the demon commander, his back to the tall wall, a defiant scowl on his face, and an arrow nocked to his bowstring as he prepared to make his last stand. 

	This was the end of the demon commander, thought the Factory Core. And once he was no more, his army would fall into disarray, and they could be crushed.

	The fingertips of the ice wraiths glowed as they got ready to unleash their magic … and even with his flame arrows and dragon bone armor, Grakk’n knew his end had finally come. 

	



CHAPTER 41

	“Come, fight me!” roared Grakk’n. “I’ll take plenty of you down before you send me back to the Dark Lord in pieces!” 

	In the split-second before the ice wraiths could release their bitter touch and end Grakk’n’s existence, there was a rumble that came from the wall behind the commander. It seemed as if the buildings and ground were suddenly shaking … and then just as the wraiths blasted out their streams, the wall behind Grakk’n exploded in a burst of tumbling bricks and billowing cement dust. 

	Done with the wall, two massive creatures came storming through. These were the reinforcements Grakk’n had been waiting for all this time. The falling bricks from the destroyed wall collapsed around the demon commander, shielding him from the surging blasts of ice energy. Then the creatures that had saved him smashed their way through the debris and pounced, roaring, directly on the ice wraiths, running headlong into their discharge. 

	The creatures were cave trolls, but then not just any cave trolls. They were dead cave trolls who had been reanimated by the power of the Dark Lord and made undead. And in place of their former brains, in their hollowed-out craniums, there were now imps—tiny but intelligent demons, controlling the huge bodies they were possessing like puppets. Immensely strong puppets capable of wreaking terrible destruction. 

	Cave trolls were naturally resistant to cold, but these undead were even more so. They had also been given armor, shields and huge spiked clubs, blessed by the Dark Lord to be cold-resistant as well. 

	The streams of ice energy did little against the roaring undead, who, driven by the imps, charged screaming at the ice wraiths, whirling their gigantic clubs around their heads. The closest ice wraith tried to direct its energy stream right into the leading cave troll’s face, hoping to freeze and kill the imp inside the skull. But while the undead troll staggered back as the imp in its head absorbed damage from the cold, the other one behind it surged past its flailing companion, and swung its massive weapon in a vicious arc at the ice wraith. 

	The scrawny body of the wraith stood no chance against the weight and momentum of the club, and it was killed instantly, every bone of its skeletal frame shattering. The body was flung into the wall and it crumpled into a broken, limp heap on the floor. Grakk’n pushed his way out of the ruins, looked at the dead ice wraith, and laughed evilly. The battle was not over yet … not by a long shot. 

	“Now let’s see who runs!” roared Grakk’n defiantly. “Come, imps. Now we massacre these ice wraiths and their spider bodyguards … and then, we take the city and reduce it to ashes!” 

	The fact that the Factory Core had sent all of its ice wraiths in pursuit of Grakk’n, with all of them converging on his location, now meant that a terrible reversal was taking place. While the ice wraiths—these tremendously valuable pawns to use against the Demon Horde—had just a few seconds earlier been poised to kill Grakk’n and thus completely turn the tide of the battle, now they were at their most vulnerable. From behind the remains of the demolished wall, seven more undead cave trolls came thundering along the street like maddened elephants. 

	“Kill them all!” roared Grakk’n, pointing in the direction of the now-fleeing ice wraiths and their contingents of spider guardians. “Smash them to pieces! Show them the might of the Dark Lord!” 

	The undead trolls careened around the corner onto the main street, and there they saw the spiders and ice wraiths scampering away in flight. Half of them were heading one way, and the other half in the opposite direction. Both routes led back to the king’s palace, which the Factory Core had fortified as a place in which to make a last stand, if necessary. 

	“Demon warriors!” roared Grakk’n. “Fill the streets, fill the alleys! Attack these fleeing cowards, show them your fierceness! Kill them! Do not let them get back to the palace!” 

	Again, fate took a cruel turn. While the Factory Core’s early morning attack on the camps of demons had caused many casualties, it had also awakened all of them. And now they were fully alert and ready to fight … and eager to take revenge on the ice wraiths that had offed so many of their comrades. 

	Heeding the roaring bellow of Grakk’n’s commands, tens of thousands of now-mobilized demon troops shrieked with violent delight as they swarmed through the place, racing to cut off the ice wraiths’ paths to the palace, so they could be surrounded and exterminated. 

	The Factory Core’s super-mind was surging into overdrive now; it had to get the remaining ice wraiths out of the streets. No way could it afford to lose such potent and effective weapons, not at this critical stage of the battle. But how, how could it get them to safety when all exits were rapidly being cut off? 

	In terms of the cave trolls, the ice wraiths could outrun them when mounted on spiders. But not if the alleys were blocked with writhing masses of bloodthirsty demon warriors. Fighting running battles against these savage enemies would slow them down enough that the undead trolls would catch up with them. And if that happened, it was game over. 

	 A grim realization dawned on the Factory Core: there was no way all of the ice wraiths were going to make it out of this situation in one piece. However, the fact that some of them were going to die did not necessarily mean that all of them had to. In fact, if a few of them could be directed to make strategic sacrifices, then perhaps more would survive than perish. 

	The Core had an idea. It was a long shot, but it just might work.

	Sending three of the ice wraiths veering off in an unexpected direction, it sent the others off on their own, all splitting up so that they were taking separate roads back to the palace. To these individuals, the Factory Core provided much-needed fire support, dispatching the last remaining squadrons it had of mechanical geckoes and spiders to swarm out along the walls and provide covering fire for the ice wraiths as they fled, firing crossbow bolts and musket balls at the madly-charging swarms of demons. 

	As for the ice wraiths who were to be sacrificed, the Factory Core directed them to head toward an unlikely location: the cathedral of the God of the Forge. The cathedral was the largest in Karak-Drang, and it was one of the newer structures in the city, only a few decades old. As such it was built in a new style, quite different to a lot of the older architecture, in which much of the structure was steel, holding up large masses of concrete and stone. As it was such a large building, the cathedral of the God of the Forge could hold a great number of dwarves … and, of course, a great number of enemies too. 

	The three ice wraiths and their contingents of bodyguards raced into the cathedral and spread out, with thousands of demon warriors hot on their heels. Once inside and dispersed through the monument, the ice wraiths dismounted, and the mechanical spiders all scuttled up the walls and disappeared through the windows, leaving the wraiths on their own in the cavernous space … waiting patiently for their demise, their fingertips glowing blue as they prepared to make their final stand. 

	Within seconds of the last spiders scrambling out the upper windows of the cathedral, with its huge ceilings and roof towering high above, demon warriors began to pour into the building from all the entrances. As they surged through the doors, the ice wraiths began shooting at them, freezing them on the spot and making them burst into shards of ice by the hundreds. 

	But even with three ice wraiths covering the entrances and exits, there were simply too many foes to handle. More and more kept pouring in, swarming in like insects, clambering over the dead and the piles of shattered ice that used to be their comrades in a vicious charge to end these ice wraiths. 

	Now the defending wraiths had to redirect their streams and aim for the demons which were running through the huge space of the cathedral toward them. No longer could they cover the entrances— now it was a fight for what remained of their lives. They blasted left, right, center, back, firing out in all directions and turning demon warriors into statues of ice. But still the demons kept rushing in, and it was apparent that in a few minutes, maybe less, the many thousands of warriors which were now inside the cathedral would be on top of the ice wraiths, and would tear them to shreds. 

	But now, as thousands of shrieking, maddened fiends continued to enter the house of worship and target the ice wraiths, the Factory Core redirected the wraiths’ aim to shoot their freezing power in an unexpected direction: up. 

	The wraiths now concentrated their energy on the main steel structural supports that held the cathedral’s heavy stone roof up, pouring the last of their strength into blasting the steel with as much cold as they could muster. The demon warriors swarmed all over the ice wraiths, ripping them to pieces, and one by one the cerulean streams faltered and disappeared … but their work was done. Up above, the metallic beams had been frozen to the point where they were ready to yield. 

	As the demon warriors screamed with vicious victory, they failed to hear the ominous sounds of sharp cracks coming from above them. Then, bits of frozen steel began to fall and shatter like glass baubles on the ground. 

	One or two demons looked up, surprised, but it was already too late. With a thunderous crack, the main supports collapsed, and with them hundreds of tons of stone and concrete came toppling down from the sky. 

	The demons barely had time to scream out with fright before they were crushed to death. Grakk’n, who was watching from outside, bellowed out a furious roar of wrath as the cathedral came toppling down, squashing thousands of his warriors like mere bugs. 

	The remaining ice wraiths made it to the palace, safe for now. And once they passed through the huge oaken gates, the Factory Core commanded some of its spiders, who were manning the gates, to slam them shut and bolt them. The palace grounds were surrounded by fifteen-foot-high walls—not much of a deterrent to demon warriors, but something, at least—and it was here where the Factory Core intended the outcome of this war to be decided. 

	Grakk’n, realizing that he had missed his opportunity, decided to pull his troops back and wait for dawn before making his final assault on the palace, so as to give his warriors time to rest and get their energy levels to the maximum. Also, a messenger had come to him from the heart of the Infernal Realm, with news that the war machines he had requested were ready, and were on their way.

	The fate of what was left of Karak-Drang would be decided when the sun rose next.

	



CHAPTER 42

	Trapper knew that the Factory Core had eyes and ears everywhere in the city, and that the place was crawling with demons too. He was a master of stealth and knew how to move through the shadows like a mouse, and use them to make himself nearly invisible. However, remaining hidden to the eyes of Men was far easier than evading those of demons and a super-intelligent machine, and Trapper was sweaty and nervous as he made his way through the war-torn city of Karak-Drang. 

	Luckily, the night was pitch black here, owing to the rock sky above, and Trapper avoided any areas of the capital that were burning, as the light of the fires would give his presence away. No human should have been able to make out anything in this intense dark (all the street lamps were out, as the Factory Core had diverted the gas to fuel its production of weapons), but that didn’t matter to Trapper. He had a set of enchanted goggles he wore on thief missions, which gave him the ability to see like a cat in the dark. 

	Pausing for a while in an abandoned dwarven tavern, he studied the map of the area he had been given. It seemed that he was getting close to the palace—this was where he was sure the Factory Core would be, given that most of the city seemed to be in demon hands now, and the palace was the most heavily-fortified place in it. 

	Trapper not only had excellent eyesight as a master thief, his powers of hearing—which he had fine-tuned since he was a boy—were exceptional. Thus he was able to hear the dark rumbling of demon voices a few seconds before they walked into the tavern. He managed to scramble behind the bar and crouch in a corner under it just before they stepped in. 

	He peered through a small hole in the wood, with fear pumping cold blood through his veins. This was the closest he had been to any of the fiends, and they were just as terrifying close-up as he had imagined them to be. He had a long dagger on his belt, but he was a thief, not a fighter—and even a tall, strong knight in armor, armed with a sword, would have had a hard time dealing with one of these heavily-muscled beasts, with their claws and fangs. As for Trapper, he wouldn’t have stood a chance, and decided that if they saw him, he would stick his dagger into his own heart to have a quick death, rather than being ripped limb from limb and eaten alive. 

	He tightened his grip around the weapon, placing the tip over his chest. If they spotted him, he would drive the blade in … and then it would all be over, nice and fast. The demons grunted and snorted and sniffed around for a while, but eventually they left, and Trapper let out a long sigh of relief, releasing the air he’d kept pent up in his lungs. He waited for a long time, giving the demons plenty of time to move on, before he crawled out from under the bar and resumed his mission. 

	Through the deserted city he crept, moving like a phantom. It was eerie, terrifying and fascinating at the same time. Fires reddened the horizon, and the smell of smoke and ash was thick in the air … as well as the stink of blood and death. In this section of the capital, which had suffered a lot of damage, there were few living things besides rats and cockroaches. The debris of items the demons had smashed in their frenzies of destruction littered the streets. Trapper thought that this was what the end of the world might look like, one day. 

	With these dark thoughts running through his head, he made his way to the royal residence. As soon as he got within sight of the high walls that surrounded it, he began to notice more of the mechanical spiders and geckoes he had observed elsewhere in the city. They seemed to be gathered here in much higher concentrations. And the closer he got, the harder it was for him to evade them and avoid being spotted. 

	He knew that these strange steel beasts were tools of the Factory Core, intelligent weapons made by the dwarven machine. He also understood that they were all part of one hugely intelligent mind—that each of these creatures was simultaneously independent, yet part of a hive mind, as weird as that idea was to try to wrap one’s head around. 

	According to what he had been told, these things could see in the dark, so the shadows would no longer help him to remain concealed. Trapper leaned against a wall and waited for a while, looking up at the hundreds of mechanical geckoes and spiders perched on walls and rooftops and standing sentry in the streets. He was the best thief in Merador, but no thief on the planet could sneak past guards like these. There was only one thing he could really do at this point … and that was to take a gamble. 

	Breathing in a deep breath and holding it in his lungs for a while, to try to maintain a semblance of calm, he prepared to make a move that might very well be his last. 

	“Better to die quickly by one of these beasts’ projectiles,” he muttered grimly to himself, “than be tortured slowly to death by that bastard Pavanir’s thugs.” 

	Then he did it: he stepped out into the open, where the creatures of metal could see him, and started walking calmly toward the palace. 

	



CHAPTER 43 

	The Factory Core followed with its myriad of eyes as the man stepped out of the shadows and into the center of the street. It had been observing him for quite some time, even though he believed he had not been seen. The Core had been quite certain he would eventually reveal himself … and now he had. 

	The Factory Core was not sure who this stranger was, or how he had managed to sneak into Karak-Drang, but it did know that he likely came from Merador, where the dwarven population was taking shelter. It did not regard him as a threat; he seemed like quite a weak and pathetic individual, to be honest … but it was not about to underestimate him either. He could very well be a foe, perhaps even working in the service of the Dark Lord somehow. 

	The Core aimed the crossbows of a few of its geckoes at his chest as he walked along the street, doing this in a very obvious way, so that the man could understand he was being watched very carefully. He raised his hands above his head in a gesture of surrender, and stopped walking. 

	For a minute or two the Factory Core took this opportunity to examine him more closely. He was armed, but only with a dagger; he was definitely no warrior. He carried a leather satchel, but it was small, and the Core knew that it couldn’t possibly contain any weapons, at least not any powerful ones. 

	Questions burned with relentless persistence in the Factory Core’s mind; who was this stranger, and why was he here? What was it that he had in his bag, and what had possessed him to enter this city, which was full of tens of thousands of ferocious demons? 

	The Core could quite easily have killed him, of course, and then this mysterious outsider would be turned instantly from a possible threat into no threat at all. But then, these questions would go unanswered … and few things annoyed the Factory Core more than questions that it could not find an answer to. 

	This puny-looking individual was definitely not a wizard; the Core’s creatures would have sensed magic crackling at his fingertips. Not a wizard, not a warrior … and he certainly didn’t look like an inventor or engineer either. A thief … that’s what he looked most like, the Core decided. Had he come here to loot the deserted buildings, to search for valuable treasures the dwarves may have left behind in their hasty exodus from the city? This did seem like a likely possibility. But why then was he revealing his presence to the spiders and geckoes now? 

	There really was only one way to answer all of these questions. And since neither the spiders nor the geckoes could speak or write, the Factory Core itself would have to be the one doing the interrogation. 

	The geckoes lowered their back-mounted crossbows, silently signaling to the man that he was free to proceed. The Core watched as he released a huge sigh of relief, and then began walking briskly through the streets, making a beeline for the palace gates. And then, when he finally reached them, the Factory Core opened the gates for him … and then he was inside, for better or worse.

	***

	The Factory Core watched as the man approached it. He was clearly intimidated … yet he appeared to know exactly what he was looking for. He was staring at the outer structure of the Factory Core as if he had seen it before, somewhere, and this made the Core suspicious. The dwarven engineers and inventors would not have sent a Man to communicate with it. The more the Core’s mind thought about things, the more it began to suspect that this thief’s intentions were not simply to loot the city, but rather to do something to it—to the Factory Core, itself. 

	The solution to this problem was quite simple, though. The Core locked its outer doors, and that was that; it became an impenetrable fortress. Short of knowing the correct combination of runes that would unlock the doors—and, of course, activating these runes with molten gold—there was no way this thief could get into the Factory Core. There was nothing he could do to damage it from the outside, and even if he was the most skilled lockpicker in the world, he could not have picked the Core’s locks for they were intelligently controlled, and the Core could simply move each individual pin in response to the thief’s maneuvers and thus prevent him from succeeding. 

	And, of course, there was another way that he could be kept out of the Core, if it came to it: a spider or gecko could quickly be sent to dispatch him. His scrawny, unarmored form didn’t look like it would stand up very well to a crossbow bolt or a musket ball. 

	For the moment, though, the Factory Core decided it would simply keep observing him and let him reveal his true intentions through his actions. Only then would it decide whether he got to live … or perish. 

	Before either the stranger or the Core could do anything else, though, a tremendous crash boomed through the city, rocking the ground beneath the man’s feet so violently that he almost fell over. On the horizon, a massive fireball billowed up into the sky, and clouds of debris showered down like black rain. 

	Alarmed, the Core sent a gecko to scurry up to the top of one of the tallest towers in Karak-Drang, one that was able to peer outside the city walls, and get a view of the demon army beyond. The sight that the Core caught through the gecko’s eyes was one that sent a rush of unpleasant surprise tearing through its mind: the demons had constructed gigantic trebuchets, and these massive siege machines were now launching huge flaming balls of molten rock and devilfire—each weighing a few good tons—into the heart of Karak-Drang. 

	When these projectiles hit a building, no matter how strongly it was constructed, it was blown to smithereens by the titanic explosion that was detonated on impact. But, the Core realized as it watched groups of cave trolls directed by Grakk’n loading the enormous shooting tools, the intent was not to simply destroy the city; they were trying to adjust and dial in the range so that the missiles came down on the palace. 

	Grakk’n was aware that the Factory Core was the only thing controlling the city’s defenses and that if he destroyed the Core, the city would be his for the taking. And now, it seemed, he had come up with a plan to do exactly that. 

	The Factory Core was strongly built, but it ignored if it could take a direct hit from one of those devilfire projectiles. It certainly couldn’t survive two direct hits … and if Grakk’n managed to achieve this, the game would be up, and the war lost. 

	The Factory Core knew what it had to do; there was, in fact, only one thing left for it to do, since it now faced possible annihilation. It had to gather every one of its troops together, send out every single weapon it had produced … and face the Demon Horde in a gigantic winner-takes-all open battle outside the city walls. 

	No more skirmishes, no more back-and-forth fights raging in the city streets. Just one final clash to end this war, to decide everything. 

	With this thought burning in its super-mind, the Factory Core prepared to attack. 

	



CHAPTER 44

	Bomfrey, Randor and Akzad stared with wide eyes at the Seeing Crystal as the massive flaming projectiles came hurtling over the walls of Karak-Drang and destroyed everything they crashed into, leaving nothing but burning craters in the earth in their wake. 

	“The demons have constructed a truly potent weapon this time,” murmured Akzad through twisted lips. “Those enormous trebuchets and their missiles of devilfire will be the death of our city, and the Factory Core. We built it strong, yes, but not strong enough to resist something like that. It is lost, it is all lost.” 

	“Not yet, it isn’t,” said Bomfrey, his voice bolstered with a quiet determination. “The Factory Core will find a way to overcome this. It will find a way to prevail against this new hurdle.”

	“If one of those balls hits it, though,” said Randor, “it may very well mean the end of it. We all know how potently destructive a substance devilfire is. And the demon commander seems to be getting the range of those trebuchets dialed in.” 

	“The Factory Core will overcome this,” insisted Bomfrey, although it was plain to see that there was doubt written across his haggard face. “It will find a way. It cannot die like this. It just … it cannot.” 

	“And what of the thief?” asked Akzad. “The Core seems to have decided that he poses no threat, but I am sure he has been sent by King Pavanir, and the fact that he has gotten this close to the Core means that he possesses a degree of skill when it comes to stealth … and thieving.” 

	“The thief is the least of our worries at this point,” muttered Bomfrey grimly. “If the Factory Core doesn’t take out those siege weapons, and deal with the peril of these undead cave trolls, the battle is lost.” 

	“I don’t know, my friend,” said Akzad warily. “I do not think we should simply dismiss this man’s presence as nothing. It is true that these trebuchets pose a massive danger … but this thief makes me anxious too.” 

	“And you would be right to be worried,” said Randor, frowning deeply. “I too suspect that he has been sent by King Pavanir. And Pavanir, while a greatly ambitious man, is also a very cautious one. He would not send this rogue on this mission unless he had done extensive preparations, and he certainly wouldn’t have sent him unless he was sure this fellow would succeed in his mission … whatever evil purpose that might be.”

	“Isn’t it obvious?” asked Akzad. “King Pavanir wants control of the Factory Core for his own selfish purposes of conquest and empire, to make war against the other cities of Men, and to defeat them and subjugate them to his rule. This thief, somehow, is the key to that goal. I don’t know how that filthy creature could have learned the Core’s secrets, but I’d wager that he knows more of them than we suspect he does.”

	“How?” scoffed Bomfrey. “How could a lowly human thief comprehend the inner workings of our mighty creation?” 

	“You forget, master dwarf,” said Randor, “that there are experts in this city who are well versed in your dwarven runes. They are as fluent in their reading as any educated dwarf. And your General Khazum, we are all painfully aware that he knows at least some of the Core’s secrets. His friendship with Ser Greenfield is now established, and all of us know that Khazum has no love for the Core.” 

	“They have all conspired,” said Akzad bitterly, “to infiltrate the Factory Core and bend it to their evil will. And that thief, he is somehow the key for them to achieve their ends.” 

	“So,” said Randor, “your Factory Core now has to fight against the mightiest demon weapons it has yet seen, and also worry about this thief possibly taking control of it?” He shook his head and sighed sadly. “Things are not looking good for Karak-Drang. And we all know what may lie ahead for the rest of the world if the Demon Horde is not stopped by the Factory Core. If that damned rogue succeeds in his goal, and manages to get inside the Core and claim control, he might well be dooming not only Karak-Drang but the entire planet. Without the Factory Core to fight off the Demon Horde, all will fall before the armies of the Infernal Realm.” 

	As the wizard was speaking, Bomfrey’s hands were curling into tight fists. 

	“Not if I can help it,” he murmured in a soft but determined voice. “Not if I can help it.” 

	“What are you talking about?” asked Akzad. 

	“We have to stop him,” said Bomfrey. “We have to stop that thief, and let the Core focus all of its attention on the coming battle.”

	“And how do you propose to do this, master dwarf?” asked Randor. 

	“We enter the city, the three of us … and we put an end to his mischief ourselves,” answered Bomfrey. “Are you with me?” 

	Randor and Akzad looked at each other. They both knew how dangerous a mission this would be, but they also understood the immensity of what was at stake here. 

	“We are,” they both answered solemnly. 

	“Then there is no more time to waste,” said Bomfrey. “There is a secret passage from the depth of Merador’s crypts that leads to Karak-Drang. We must go right now.” 

	With that, the three of them got up and prepared to embark on this perilous quest. 

	



CHAPTER 45 

	Trapper needed to act quickly; if the Factory Core caught wind of what he was about to do, it would surely kill him instantly with one of its snipers. He had been told that the Core’s locks were unpickable, even for an artist as skilled as himself, and that there was really only one way to gain access: to use the correct combination of runes, triggered in the right order. This would force the Factory Core to open its doors, and prevent it from attempting to kill the one who activated the runes—a safety feature built into the Factory Core by Bomfrey and his team, in case of it going rogue and turning against all living things instead of just the demons. 

	Bomfrey and his engineers had looked down on General Khazum and his warriors with scorn … and in doing so they had made the fatal mistake of underestimating their opponents. All along, Khazum had secretly been bribing a senior member of the engineering team for sensitive information on the Core. Bomfrey and Akzad and the others had made a grave error in writing Khazum off as nothing but a violent meathead. And now, their oversight in this area had proved to have dire consequences. 

	Khazum had passed on to Ser Greenfield every bit of information he had gleaned about the most secret inner workings of the Factory Core, and Greenfield, Professor Alandarus and King Pavanir had used this material to ensure that Trapper was very thoroughly prepared for the mission he was on. Luckily for them, the thief had an almost photographic memory, and was able to remember things very precisely. 

	Using the intel Khazum had bribed from Bomfrey’s inner circle, the professor had put together the exact sequence of runes needed to gain entry to the Factory Core, and immunity from its many traps and weapons. 

	While it was true that gold would normally have to be melted down to activate the runes—a process that would take a few minutes, and one that would most certainly get the Factory Core’s attention, marking Trapper as an enemy to be eliminated—through scouring Merador’s vaults, Professor Alandarus had found an ancient enchanted alchemist’s chalice that would instantly melt any item of solid gold placed into it. Using this enchanted chalice, Trapper would be able to turn on the runes in seconds … hopefully, for the conspirators, before the Factory Core recognized what he was doing and tried to silence him forever. 

	With his heart in his mouth, Trapper walked up to the doors of the Factory Core. They were, as he expected, locked tight. He scanned the hundreds of dwarven runes that covered the massive panels, looking for the specific sequence he had stored in his mind. 

	Just as he found the first of them, another gigantic, distant explosion rocked the ground beneath his feet, and he had trouble staying upright as the earthquake-like impact shook the stones beneath him. Whatever weapon the demons were using now, it seemed pretty damn potent. He just wanted to get his mission over with and get the hell out of here. This blast definitely sounded closer than the last one had. 

	It took him a few minutes of scanning to find the other runes. The whole time his hands were trembling slightly; he expected death, in the form of a crossbow bolt or musket ball, to come at any moment. 

	No sniper’s projectile came for him though. He checked the location of the correct runes before reaching into his satchel and fingering the enchanted chalice inside it. With his other hand, he quietly slipped some gold coins into the cup, and when he heard the hiss and bubble of the metal melting instantly, he knew it was time. 

	Trapper knew that he would have three or four seconds, if that, to do this, and if he screwed up, his fate would be sealed. 

	“Come on, come on, you can do this, you can bloody do this,” he muttered to himself, psyching himself up. He verified the sequence of runes one last time, picturing his hand, holding the enchanted chalice full of molten gold, dancing across from one to the other in record time. Three runes. One per second. “I can do it … I can bloody do it. Ugh, no point in waiting any longer. Time to do or die.” 

	With a shout, he whipped the satchel open, yanked out the chalice and splashed molten gold into the first rune, which started to glow. In less than a second, he moved on to the next, and then, a half second later, onto the final one. 

	The Factory Core had realized what he was doing the instant he pulled out the chalice, and it had sent a command to the nearest gecko to immediately put a crossbow bolt through the thief’s skull. But just as the gecko was about to activate the trigger of its built-in crossbow, its aim fixed on the back of Trapper’s skull, the molten gold entered and triggered the third and final rune. The gecko could not fire anymore, nor could any of the Factory Core’s weapons. 

	Trapper was now protected and had full immunity. He stared up with relief and awed disbelief as the huge stone doors of the structure silently opened for him … and then he was inside, on his way to the center, the heart of the Core. Once he made it there, he would just need to activate another few sequences of runes, and then the beautiful invention would no longer be an independent entity. It would come under the control of Trapper’s patron, King Pavanir. 

	“Mission complete … well, almost,” said Trapper as he stepped inside the maze-like interior of the Factory Core. “I’m gonna get me a lordship and a castle for what I’m about to bloody do. And all the gold I could ever imagine! Hahaha!” 

	With a broad, impish grin on his grubby face, the thief entered the Factory Core and prepared to complete his sinister mission.

	



CHAPTER 46 

	A sensation of intense dismay tore through the entire structure of the Factory Core as the thief walked through its formerly impenetrable doors. Then a blitz of white-hot rage quickly followed—wrath directed both at the thief, who it was now powerless to kill, and at its creators, who had built this terrible flaw into it. 

	Another gargantuan explosion rattled the walls of the structure and the ground beneath its feet, and the Core was forced to turn its attention back to the Demon Horde, whose trebuchets were slowly starting to dial in their range with increasing accuracy. While the Core was not able to use any of its deadly traps on the intruder, it was at least able to delay his arrival at its center by constantly shifting the placement of its walls and stairs, thus creating an almost endless labyrinth, which could take the thief hours or even days to navigate. Perhaps, thought the Core darkly, if it kept up its moving mazes long enough, the intruder would starve to death, for there was neither food nor water in here for him. In that way, the Core would not technically be going against the protocols programmed into it by its creators, for it would not be killing the man directly. 

	Regardless, the Core could not afford to focus too much attention on the intruder at this point. It had to direct most of its immense power and intelligence toward the coming battle. The battle that would decide the outcome of this war once and for all. 

	The Core realized that there was no longer any point in using its spiders and geckoes to hold off streets and alleys in the city. It needed these troops—every last one of them—to form up in battle lines and march out of the gates to meet the enemy beyond the city walls in the open. As for the fights inside the ramparts, the Core would leave the zombie demons, with masses of them placed strategically at bottleneck locations throughout the city, to face the demons that were occupying sections of Karak-Drang. 

	It was a gamble, but one that the Factory Core had to take. The fate of this whole operation was to be decided outside the walls of Karak-Drang, on the stark plains beneath the rocky sky. If the Core’s army won, then the surviving geckoes and spiders could return to the city and finish off the demons that would, at that stage, likely have made it to the palace walls for their final assault. 

	If the Core’s army lost, though … well, then none of this would matter at all; it would all be over. 

	Thus, as the massive flaming projectiles of rock and devilfire continued to arc through the air above Karak-Drang in the final hour of night, just before dawn, every mechanical gecko, spider and zombie demon—and the remaining few ice wraiths—turned to move to a central location, all under the control and direction of the Factory Core’s super-mind. These troops marched through the streets in determined, stoic silence. Not one of them was afraid, like organic troops would have been. Each faced their potential death with the knowledge that they would go on fighting with every ounce of energy they possessed, and would not stop until they were literally torn limb from limb by their enemies. 

	The Core directed various companies of the spiders and geckoes to stop off at various factories and workshops on their way to the city gates, where they could restock their individual ammunition supplies. For the last few hours, the Core had shifted its production into overdrive, using every last scrap of wood, silver and steel, as well as every last bit of gunpowder, to make as many crossbow bolts and musket balls for its units as could be made.

	Thus, when the Core’s army finally reached the city gates and prepared to march out, all of the troops were fully stocked with as much ammunition as each of them could carry. The remaining zombie demons flooded the streets, blocking off the demons that were currently inside the walls of Karak-Drang from attacking the flanks and rear of the Core’s army.

	As the skirmishes between zombie demons and the invading demons raged inside the capital, Grakk’n watched from outside the city walls, with the bulk of his army, observing as the Factory Core’s troops marched in perfect ranks out of Karak-Drang.

	“So,” he growled, grinning evilly, “you wish to face us on the open field? Good, this has dragged on for too long now. Finally, I can bring about your complete annihilation … and then reduce what is left of your town to ashes and dust.” 

	Even though this was what he had been waiting for for a long time, Grakk’n was too wily a commander to become complacent at this stage. He knew how smart the Factory Core was, and suspected—after everything it had done to him and his troops before—that this could be another trap. He remained cautious, and certainly did not slow down with the attacks from his gigantic trebuchets. In fact, he walked over to the massive war machines to talk to the demons overseeing their operation. 

	“How goes the bombardment?” he growled at one of the overseers. 

	“We are still adjusting the range and sighting, Grakk’n,” answered the demon as a couple of enslaved cave trolls struggled to place another of the gigantic projectiles into the trebuchet. “And, as you can see, the loading process is unfortunately quite slow, even with these stupid cave trolls being as strong as they are. We are trying, of course, to load and fire as fast as possible … but, um, it is difficult.” 

	Grakk’n snarled with impatient rage. All he needed was for two of these clusters of molten rock and devilfire to smash into the dwarven machine, and then he would be victorious. Just two of them! How difficult could that be? He was so frustratingly close to success, so agonizingly close … but not there yet. He grabbed the demon overseer by his throat and yanked him closer, so that he could snarl into his face. 

	“Push the cursed cave trolls harder,” Grakk’n said. “Increase the rate of fire, and get your damned range accurate! If the cave trolls die, they die. We have more. Fire this damned trebuchet faster! Do it, or I’ll launch you from the trebuchet!” 

	“Y-, yes Grakk’n,” gasped the overseer, struggling to breathe with Grakk’n’s huge, vice-like fingers clamed around his neck. 

	Grakk’n snarled again and shoved the demon away; it would do no good to kill him, as satisfying as that would be. Hopefully the violence and threat would be enough to motivate the fools to work harder and faster, he thought. 

	In the meantime, the Factory Core’s army was arranging in formation on the vast plain, and Grakk’n decided to get his forces to do the same. If the Core wanted a straight-on battle, he was happy to give it exactly that. 

	He marched around, ordering his troops into tight lines. In the very center of his army he positioned a corps of undead cave trolls. A less experienced leader may have set these potent shock troops, which were like tanks, at the front. Grakk’n knew better; indeed, the Core’s forces were likely to come out, quite literally, with their guns blazing, and the front rows of demon troops were likely to get cut down pretty quickly. Grakk’n wasn’t about to sacrifice his best assets; he had plenty of demons who would serve better as cannon fodder. 

	Thus, he moved all of his wounded to the vanguard. They were expendable, and would be quite useful for absorbing the Core’s crossbow bolts and musket balls—items that Grakk’n knew were in short supply. 

	As for himself, he assumed that the Core would place its ice wraiths somewhere where they would be protected, but from which they could effectively pour their torrents of ice energy into the mass of demon troops and cause maximum damage. Therefore, thought Grakk’n as he picked up his bow and arrows, he would position himself where he could take out these ice wraiths, one by one. He had plenty of fire-enchanted arrows, and he intended to make each one of them count.

	His own wraiths he placed on the far flanks of his army, so that they could blast their green fire into the Core’s army from afar, and hopefully not expose themselves to too much enemy fire. He had far more wraiths than the Core had ice wraiths, but they were nonetheless valuable troops to him, and he did not want to get many of them slain too soon. 

	After much maneuvering, both armies had their formations ready, and were facing each other, with perhaps half a mile of empty ground between them on the plain. 

	“So,” growled Grakk’n as he surveyed the scene, “it is time. This will be the hour of my greatest victory.” He cupped his hands together and bellowed out the order that would begin what was surely the biggest battle ever seen in the Below World.

	“Attack!”

	



CHAPTER 47 

	The Factory Core focused as the gigantic mass of demons charged, screaming and howling across the open ground. The Core’s super-mind had gone into overdrive by this time; it was controlling each of its troops in the army as an individual, as well as leading the zombies who were swarming the invading demons in the city, and it was still desperately running experiments with electricity while doing all of this, as well as one last-ditch attempt at a secret super-weapon—in addition to continuously rearranging its inner walls to stall the progress of the thief. 

	The Core was facing a battle not only against the huge army of the Demon Horde, but against time. Faced with this immense pressure, though, the Factory Core did not crack. Instead, its super-mind simply became even more concentrated than ever. 

	The front rows of the Core’s army consisted of spiders, and as soon as the demons came within range they began to open fire with their muskets. The Core had figured out what Grakk’n had done, though—his placing of weak, injured demons in the lead—and it did not intend to fall for this trick and waste valuable ammunition on those easy targets. Instead, the spiders aimed their shots at the demons a few lines behind—perfectly healthy demons, that were now dropping like flies as the musket balls smashed through their skulls and tore holes through their chests. 

	The Demon Horde, however, could always count on the one deciding factor that had weighed heavily in the balance since the start of the invasion: oppressive numbers. The army of demons on the field outnumbered the Factory Core’s mechanical troops by around ten to one. For every fiend that fell, another three or four scrambled to take their fallen comrades’ places, trampling the bodies of their fellow demons in their reckless haste to engage with the Core’s troops. 

	The Factory Core’s geckoes now began to loose volleys of cold-enhanced crossbow bolts into the opposite ranks as they got within range. Hundreds of demons started exploding, transformed into shattered shards of ice. But even with thousands of demons dying left, right and center to the spiders’ and geckoes’ expertly-placed shots, the demons’ charge was barely slowed down. 

	Some of the Core’s most potent troops, though, had been waiting for this exact moment. Now that the demons were packed thick and tight, forced closer together by the eagerness of their charging comrades, the conditions were perfect for the ice wraiths to wreak havoc. They shot out their freezing torrents into the places where the demons were most tightly crammed. 

	The ice energy cut swathes through the demon army, tearing large holes in their ranks. For the first time since they had started their reckless charge, the momentum of the demons was hampered. It was not stopped, though; even with the ice wraiths killing hundreds of demons in mere seconds, there was no way to halt the demons’ advance. There were just too many of them. 

	Grakk’n gritted his fangs and nocked one of his fire-enchanted arrows to his bowstring. He needed to take out the Core’s ice wraiths as quickly as possible. So he took aim at the nearest ice wraith, and then loosed the arrow, grinning savagely; he knew that his aim was perfect the instant that he released the string from his fingers. 

	However, instead of having the satisfaction to see his projectile slam into the ice wraith and blow it to pieces, Grakk’n watched with sudden rage and disbelief as one of his target’s bodyguards, a mechanical spider, reared up and took the arrow itself. The head exploded in a tremendous fireball, launching the spider up and back from the force of the blast… but instead of reducing the mechanical creature to bits and parts, as previous fire-enchanted arrows had done to the geckoes and spiders, the spider, completely intact, got up off the ground and hurried back to get into position next to the ice wraith.

	Boiling over, Grakk’n stared with disbelief at the spider, which seemed almost unharmed, despite having taken the full brunt of one of the Dark Lord’s fire-enchanted arrows. As the demon commander looked more closely, he finally noticed that the units acting as bodyguards to the ice wraiths had been reinforced with a lot of extra armor. 

	Grakk’n spit at his feet. Now the job of killing the ice wraiths had suddenly become a lot harder. He decided to take a different approach while the battle continued to rage. As his forces pressed closer and closer to the Factory Core’s army, moving forward despite taking heavy losses from the withering rate of fire from both the spiders and the geckoes, Grakk’n turned his attention to the farthest ice wraith from him, a target that was almost completely out of bowshot. 

	Only by taking the ice wraiths and their bodyguards by surprise could he hope to kill them now. Most bowmen could not have made the shot Grakk’n was about to take, but he was no average bowman. After nocking an arrow, he angled the weapon’s limb up, calculating the arc and trajectory of the arrow. The shot was almost beyond the bow’s maximum range, and the ice wraith he was aiming at was at the very opposite end of the battlefield. Even if the arrow did hit, much of its force would be lost, but Grakk’n didn’t care about this. The damage would not be done by the force of the arrowhead striking the target, but by the fire enchantment releasing a gigantic explosion. 

	It was a gamble of a shot, yet Grakk’n knew that he had to take it. With the spider bodyguards’ reinforced armor, he had no chance of hitting the ice wraiths closest to him. But the Factory Core only had a handful of ice wraiths in its army, and each one it lost would be a major blow to its fighting effectiveness. To win this battle decisively, Grakk’n had to remove those ice wraiths from the equation. 

	He loosed the arrow and watched it arc high through the air, shooting upwards, reaching its apogee above the center of the Factory Core’s army, and then racing earthwards. 

	The ice wraith at the far end of the pack had certainly not anticipated such a long-range attack, and neither had its spider bodyguards. One of them noticed the incoming arrow at the very last second, and tried to rear up to take the shot. It was too late though, and the arrow zipped between the spider’s legs and smashed into the surprised ice wraith. There was a huge explosion and a billowing fireball. And when the fire and smoke cleared, nothing was left of the ice wraith but tattered, smoking shreds of cloak. 

	Grakk’n raised his bow triumphantly to the sky and bellowed out a vicious cry of victory. As a nearby ice wraith turned its ice energy on him, he ducked out of the way and charged around to the rear of his army, using his demons’ bodies as meat shields. 

	Once he was out of sight of any of the ice wraiths, he slunk and crept through the ranks of his ever-advancing forces, looking for another vantage point from which he could snipe a second ice wraith. He would take them out one by one, and then, when all of these blue-energy shooting bastards were wiped out, he would encircle the whole of the Factory Core’s army in a pincer like movement, and grind them to dust with his superior numbers. After that, Karak-Drang would be his to destroy. 

	Taking cover behind an undead cave troll, Grakk’n took aim. He drew his bowstring back, and yet another ice wraith, with its spider bodyguards taken by surprise, went up in flames. 

	With another of its valuable ice wraiths taken out, the Factory Core’s army again lost a tremendous amount of firepower … and as this happened, the Demon Horde surged forward, closing the final few yards still separating the two rival sides. With a manic howl the demons were among the spiders and geckoes, engaging in furious, chaotic hand-to-hand combat. 

	“Send in the undead cave trolls!” roared Grakk’n with a twisted sneer. 

	As the huge undead trolls and their imps jumped into the thick of the fighting, Grakk’n crept through the charging ranks of his troops, ready to take out another of the Factory Core’s ice wraiths. Victory was almost in his grasp. Almost. 

	



CHAPTER 48

	Bomfrey, Akzad and Randor crept through the dark tunnel. The only light came from Randor’s wizard staff, the tip of which was glowing gently. The three of them did not want to alert any demons to their presence, but they did need light to guide them through the inky blackness. 

	In the distance, the sounds of the great battle that was underway in front of Karak-Drang’s city gates could be heard: the crashing booms of thousands of muskets being fired, the roar of tens of thousands of howling, screaming demons, and the earth-rumbling booms of the gigantic trebuchet projectiles exploding throughout the capital. 

	“It sounds like the final face-off is underway, master dwarves,” whispered Randor as he followed the two dwarves through the cramped tunnel, holding his glowing staff over their heads to light the way. “This is good. It means that the demons will be distracted, and will not likely notice us.”

	“It also means my city is being rapidly destroyed,” muttered Bomfrey. “All the more reason for us to make haste. Quickly, this way.” 

	“Not too fast, Bomfrey,” cautioned Akzad, his voice tremulous with fear. “There may be some fiends skulking around these tunnels and passages. We do not want to draw their attention by making unnecessary noise.” 

	They hurried forward, increasing their pace but also trying to be stealthy—a real challenge as it turned out, especially for Randor. Unlike the dwarves, who were used to moving through cramped, dark tunnels like these, Randor kept slipping and stumbling on the uneven ground, and often came close to bumping his head on the low ceilings, with their jagged spikes of rocks. 

	They turned another corner, and as they did, the tunnel opened out before them, giving them a clear view over the whole city of Karak-Drang below, as well as the battle that was taking place on the plains in front of the city. 

	“By all the gods,” murmured Bomfrey. “Half of the area is on fire! And more than half has been destroyed already!”

	“Ruins … so much of it has been turned to ruins,” murmured Akzad, his eyes welling up with tears at the sight of so much devastation. 

	“Come, master dwarves,” said Randor. His voice was bolstered with determination. He had witnessed many such tragedies in the wars he had fought in before. “We must speed up to prevent the current levels of destruction from getting worse.”  

	Before moving off, though, they all watched in silent horror as one of the demons’ massive trebuchets launched a gigantic ball of fire from the plains. The flaming monster arced through the air, and came down with a mighty force mere yards from the palace, blowing an enormous crater in the ground and causing a section of the walls to crumble. 

	“The demons have almost got their weapons dialed in to hit the Factory Core!” gasped Bomfrey, his face a mask of despair and horror. “And if one of those things hits the Core directly, it might be the end of it.” 

	“Then there is no time for waiting and wringing our hands,” said Randor. “Quickly! Forget the secret passage; it will take too long. We must go directly to the Factory Core!”

	“B-, but, that will mean going through the city streets,” said Akzad, his face pale with fear. “Where there are…” 

	“I’ll take care of any demons we happen to come across,” said Randor, his face a mask of resolute purpose. “This old wizard still has some of his former powers, master dwarves. I do not fear these vile creatures from the Infernal Realm. Come, down these stairs, we must go straight to the palace!” 

	A staircase had been cut into the rock here, and it led directly down to the edge of Karak-Drang. A locked gate stood between them and entering the walled city, but Bomfrey had a set of master keys that opened any of the city’s doors. Realizing the urgency of the situation, the three of them hurried down the flight of steps. It was a steep and perilous trip, and any slip on the uneven stairs could have sent them plummeting to their deaths, but they managed to reach the bottom in one piece. They hurried over to the huge gate, and Bomfrey used his master key to get them in. 

	Now that they were inside Karak-Drang, their fear of coming across assailants was definitely more legitimate. In fact, they could hear the sound of a skirmish between a pack of demon warriors and a group of the Core’s zombie demons happening very close to them. 

	“Quickly, master dwarves,” said Randor, striding on ahead and making a beeline for the palace, which was a few blocks away. “Let’s not lose focus!” 

	Bomfrey and Akzad scampered behind him, struggling to keep pace with the tall wizard, whose long legs were carrying him forward in great, determined strides. As the three of them rounded another corner, though, a group of demon warriors burst out onto the street in front of them from a side alley, blocking the way. The demons seemed surprised to find two dwarves and what looked like an old man here, but this surprise quickly turned to vicious fury. With bloodcurdling screams the demons rushed ahead, their claws and fangs bared as they thundered down the road directly at the three companions. 

	Bomfrey and Akzad were seized with terror, and panic rooted them to the spot. They were so terrified that they could neither shout nor run; they just stood there, frozen. Randor, however, was perfectly calm and collected, and as the demons bore down on them with murderous intent, he aimed his staff at them and whispered some words of an arcane language. 

	Lightning, almost blinding in its brightness, blasted out of the wizard’s staff, and a deafening thunderclap accompanied this vein of potent electricity. The demons were blown to tattered shreds of charred flesh by the lightning bolt, which—the instant it hit the leading demon—split into multiple branches, each of which smashed into another fiend, wiping them all out in a mere half-second. 

	Bomfrey and Akzad watched in disbelief, their ears ringing from the thunderclap and their eyes hurting from the intensity of the brightness. Where a charging mass of demons had stood a second earlier, there were now only smoking shreds of burned meat. 

	“If that was only some of your former power,” murmured Bomfrey, amazed, “I can’t even begin to imagine what you must have been capable of at the height of your powers.” 

	Randor chuckled heartily and blew a wisp of smoke off the end of his staff. “Never underestimate a wizard, master dwarf,” he said with a smile. “We have many tricks up our sleeves. But come, there is no time to talk of such things! We must get to the palace!” 

	“Yes, yes, the palace,” said Akzad eagerly. “Down this alley, Randor, it’s a shortcut. We’ll be there in just under a minute.” 

	They hurried down the alley and skidded around the corner at the bottom of it, and there, before them, stretched the palace walls. Inside the grounds was the Factory Core, and they needed to get to it immediately. Thankfully, the section of the palace wall that had collapsed when the trebuchet projectile had struck it was very close, and they were thus able to climb through the opening and get into the palace grounds. 

	There, a mere fifty yards away, the Factory Core awaited. They started racing toward it, but then they skidded to a halt as they saw a horrifying sight: one of the huge trebuchet projectiles came hurtling through the air … and smashed directly into the Factory Core in a tremendous explosion of fire, smoke, and flying rubble. 

	



CHAPTER 49 

	Trapper ignored what had just happened, or how long he had been out. When he came to, though, his ears were ringing with a shrill, persistent whining, and he was covered in a thick coating of masonry dust. Piles of rubble were everywhere, and dust was billowing in the air. There was a distinct smell of acrid smoke, and it was difficult to breathe. 

	One minute he had been navigating the endless labyrinth that was the interior of the Factory Core, and the last thing he remembered was a tremendous, earth-shattering crash and a blinding light. And then, darkness. 

	“What the hell happened?” he muttered into the dusty gloom. He couldn’t hear his own voice; the screaming whine in his ears was too loud. 

	It seemed that something huge and destructive—one of the fire balls flung by the giant trebuchets, most likely—had scored a direct hit on the Factory Core. Somehow, though, the structure of the Core, or rather some of it, at least, was still standing. Whether it was still operational, though, was another question. 

	Still, Trapper had little choice but to press on. It seemed that the passage behind him had been partially demolished by the strike, so the only way to go was ahead—into the heart of the Factory Core, which, he hoped, was still operational. Still alive. 

	He pressed on, heading down a spiral staircase. He had noticed that the machine had been moving its internals around prior to the trebuchet strike; he had been told the Core would do this, creating a maze within itself to confuse any intruders and lead them to their death. He knew, of course, that by activating the runes he was immune to the Core’s traps, but he also knew that even though it couldn’t kill him, it could have him run in endless circles. 

	Now, however, the Factory Core seemed to have stopped shifting its walls, doors and stairwells around. Everything was static. If the Core was still alive, perhaps it was now only partially functional. 

	Still, partially functional suited Trapper just fine. It made it a lot easier for him to reach the central control area without having to find his way through an almost infinite maze. 

	“I thought you were supposed to be smarter than anything alive,” he said with a smirk to the unmoving walls. “Not so smart now, I reckon.” The screaming whine in his ears was still there, but seemed to be fading in intensity, thankfully. 

	Trapper turned another few corners, went up another set of steps, and then came to a door that sported a number of runes on it. He mentally scanned the archives of his photographic memory, and quickly realized that these were the runes that revealed that he had arrived: this was the heart of the Factory Core. 

	He took out his enchanted goblet, dropped another gold coin into it and then prepared to pour the instantly-molten gold into three runes in a sequence that would clear the way. Now he would find out if the Factory Core was still alive, or if the trebuchet strike had killed it. 

	He transferred the gold into the runes and waited in suspense for a second. Then, with a whirr from machinery within the door and the click of the lock being automatically opened, a smile came across the thief’s face: the Factory Core was still active … and therefore was still his to steal.

	Walking into the chamber beyond the unlocked door, he heard a clamor of sound. Branching off from this chamber were a number of doors, and it sounded like behind each one of them was a workshop, with something being manufactured inside. The sounds of hammers beating on metal, bellows blowing air onto fires, steam hissing, and engines cranking filled the chamber. 

	Trapper had no interest in what was going on in those rooms. The Factory Core could continue to work on whatever it was working on. All he cared about was completing his mission, and becoming master of the Core. To do that, he needed to turn on the runes located in the very deepest heart of the Core, where the soul gems with the souls of ancient heroes had been fused with the Core’s structure. To find this hallowed room, he walked around the chamber, checking the runes on every door. Again, he scanned the archives of his mind to try to find the correct sequence. 

	Soon enough he found it, and again he used his enchanted cup to trigger the runes that would unlock the door to the very heart of the Core. After the door opened for him, he stepped inside, grinning with anticipation. Starting out on this mission, he hadn’t even been sure that he would make it to the outside of the Factory Core alive, let alone get inside it. Yet now here he was, not just inside the fantastical creation but ready to take control of it. 

	There was no point in wasting any more time; he needed to seize command and to force the machine to move itself out of here, and get up to the Above World, where King Pavanir could take it and use it for his own ends. As for the Demon Horde down here? Well, Trapper didn’t care. They could take Karak-Drang and turn every stone in the city to dust. 

	He walked straight up to the tablet on which the most important runes were inscribed, and it didn’t take him long to identify the correct order of runes that, once filled with gold, would fulfill his and his king’s wildest dreams. 

	“And here we are,” he said to himself, rubbing his hands together eagerly after he dropped another gold coin into the enchanted alchemist’s goblet. “Mission … almost … complete.” 

	Trapper poured the gold into the first of the five runes, then the second, then the third, and then the fourth. He paused before he moved on to the fifth to savor this final second before he achieved his ultimate victory. Then with a grin he began to tilt his wrist to transfer the final bit of molten gold into the last rune of the sequence. 

	It was at that moment that something very strange happened: his wrist simply locked, as if a mighty invisible hand had clamped its steely fingers shut around his wrist. He grunted, straining harder to turn his palm, but it remained unmoving. With a groan of annoyance, he reached for the goblet with his left fingers—but found that this side too was frozen in place, as if another powerful invisible hand was gripping it and preventing it from moving. 

	“I’m sorry, thief,” said a stern, booming voice. “But I cannot let you do this. Your mission has failed.” 

	



CHAPTER 50 

	Bomfrey and Akzad stared with cold fury at Trapper’s back, watching while Randor—with his wizard’s staff pointed at the thief—kept him immobile with invisible holds. 

	“We should just kill that vermin now and put an end to this,” growled Akzad, his face crimson with wrath. 

	“As tempting as that is,” said Bomfrey, “and believe me, I wish nothing more than to stick a dagger between his ribs … we need him alive, so that he can admit, before King Odok-kram, that he was hired by King Pavanir and Ser Greenfield to do this. We need him alive, as evidence of the heinous crime he and Pavanir were trying to commit, and how they totally betrayed the trust of our king.” 

	“I agree,” said Randor. “He will be most useful to us as evidence. I will bind him with my magic; he won’t be able to go anywhere. Bomfrey, master dwarf, you’d best go and remove that goblet from his hand before the gold in it spills into that final rune.”

	“Agreed,” said Bomfrey. 

	He walked over to Trapper, who was, essentially, paralyzed from the wizard’s imperceptible chains around his body, and snatched the enchanted cup out of the thief’s frozen hands. Standing so close to the thief, he felt his right hand ball into a tight fist, and it took every ounce of restraint he possessed to hold himself back from beating Trapper’s face into a bloody pulp. 

	“Put this disgusting scumbag over there,” hissed Bomfrey, pointing at a corner of the room. “We’ll deal with him later. Right now we need to do everything we can to help the Factory Core defeat the Demon Horde. I don’t know how the structure survived a direct hit from those trebuchets but—”

	“Well, only some of it,” murmured Akzad with a deep wince. “Much of our creation has been destroyed. Luckily for us, though, the heart of the Core is still intact…” 

	“Yes, yes,” said Bomfrey, his tone brimming over with annoyance. “The point is, any more damage will be fatal to it; there is no question about that. And we will be destroyed along with it.” 

	“Let’s take a look through the Core’s eyes and see how the battle is progressing,” said Akzad. “And we’ll need to examine each of the workshop rooms to find which ones are still operational, and which were rendered useless by the trebuchet. The Factory Core was working on its final invention, one that would completely change the tide of the battle … but if the workshop in which it was making that secret weapon has been struck, I’m not sure whether the battle can be won at this stage.”

	Randor used his staff to shove the now-paralyzed thief into the corner of the room, and then the three of them peered through a number of lenses to get a view of the formidable struggle through the eyes of some of the Factory Core’s mechanical soldiers. 

	From what they could observe, the battle was not going well, not for the Factory Core’s army at least. The spiders and geckoes were fighting furiously and tirelessly, but all of them had run out of ammunition, and even though they were capable fighters when it came to hand-to-hand combat, the sheer numbers of the demon warriors meant that they were simply being overwhelmed. 

	The demon commander Grakk’n seemed to have taken out all of the ice wraiths by this stage of the battle, and his undead cave trolls were wreaking havoc on the spiders and geckoes, smashing them to smithereens. The situation was dire; it looked as if the war was almost certainly lost for the Factory Core’s army. Over three quarters of the Factory Core’s troops had been annihilated by this time, and while they had exacted a heavy toll on the Demon Horde, it had not been enough to prevail. The final survivors of the Core’s army were now banding together in a tight square, surrounded on all sides by the Demon Horde, which looked as if it would almost certainly wipe them out completely, perhaps even within minutes. 

	“By all the gods,” murmured Akzad with horror. “The demons have almost won … they’re about to completely overrun what’s left of the Factory Core’s army! And when they do, Karak-Drang will be finished.”

	“As will the Above World, eventually,” said Randor darkly. “Unless we can help the Core to stop them. Come, master dwarves, we must find if the Core’s final weapon is anything close to being ready! If it is, we must help to launch it … and if it’s not … well, then we will do what we can, but…”

	He did not need to finish this sentence; if the Factory Core’s final weapon was nowhere near being ready to be deployed, they had little chance of turning the tide of the battle. 

	“We’ll leave the fool here,” said Randor, firing a contemptuous look at Trapper in the corner. “He cannot escape my magic bindings and can do no more harm. Come, to the workshops!” 

	The two dwarves and the wizard hurried across to the Factory Core’s primary workshop, a huge chamber where it had been working on its super-weapon and experimenting with electricity. 

	As soon as the three of them stepped inside the primary workshop, they breathed out a collective sigh of relief, for everything in here was still working as it was supposed to, thankfully. However, their relief quickly turned to dismay. The Factory Core’s weapon was ready to be deployed, but it was lacking one crucial element. 

	The weapon in itself was enormous, and magnificent to look upon, and the three friends had no doubt that once it was activated, it would utterly destroy the demons. The Factory Core had obviously figured out a way to store electricity in a battery in a very efficient way … but a powerful electrical charge was needed to turn the weapon on, and the massive dynamo the Core had built to provide this charge had been damaged beyond repair by the trebuchet strike. 

	“So close, yet so far,” murmured Akzad as he stared at the magnificent invention, which remained, sadly, completely impotent and lifeless without the initial charge to kick-start it. “The Factory Core almost won the war … almost. But without the electrical charge required to bring this weapon to life, it’s nothing but a fancy display piece.” 

	Bomfrey, however, was thinking furiously, and his eyes lit up as he hit a “eureka!” moment. “We don’t really need the dynamo,” he said, before he turned to the wizard. “Randor, that lightning strike from your staff you used in the street to kill those demons … can you do that again?!” 

	“Of course, master dwarf!” said Randor, his eyes sparkling with triumph as he realized what Bomfrey was suggesting. “Just tell me where to aim it!” 

	Bomfrey pointed at a thick copper cable running into the weapon’s head. “Right there,” he said. “Blast your lightning right there, into this cable.” 

	Randor spoke the arcane words, and a vein of lightning flickered from his staff, striking the thick copper cable. All of a sudden, the weapon’s glass eyes began to glow blue, and a great thumping beat—the powerful electrical motor in the heart of it—began to pulse through the room. 

	The Factory Core’s super-weapon had just been activated, and it was ready for battle. 

	



CHAPTER 51

	Grakk’n wringed his hands in anticipation as his army closed in around the tiny square of mechanical units making their last stand before the gates of Karak-Drang. The battle was over; it would be a matter of minutes now before his troops and the undead cave trolls swamped this final pocket of resistance and completely annihilated them. And then, finally, Karak-Drang would be his. 

	And after that, when he had ravaged everything in the Below World in the name of the Dark Lord, he would gather an even greater army from the Infernal Realm and take on the Above World. 

	“Finish them!” he bellowed to his soldiers. “Do not leave a single one of those steel junkheaps alive!” 

	He strode over to the operators of the trebuchets. 

	“Come on, you useless fools!” he roared. “You hit that cursed dwarven machine once, why can you not do it again?! Hurry! Smash that thing to pieces, once and for all!” 

	“We are trying, master,” said one of the demon operators. “And I guarantee you, one of these shots will connect and finish the job the first hit started! Soon, very soon master!” 

	At that moment, though, just as the demons charged in for their final assault on the tiny square of survivors from the Core’s army, there was a curious sound. It was like wet linens hung out to dry and snapping in the wind, but what could be making such a sound? 

	Grakk’n’s smile faded, and a look of pure shock came over his face as he discovered the source of that noise. Flying up from the palace within Karak-Drang, its gigantic wings creating the thumping, beating pulse that boomed through the air … was a dragon. 

	It was not a living, breathing dragon, though; like the spiders and geckoes it was a mechanical beast, made of steel, iron, copper and bronze. It was enormous—bigger than two dozen cave trolls put together, the span of its wings almost a hundred yards across. Its eyes glowed blue, and its scales, covered in polished chrome, gleamed in light as it flew through the sky. 

	“Change your aim!” bellowed Grakk’n at the trebuchet operators. “Aim at that … that thing! Shoot it down, hurry!” 

	Panicking, the overseers desperately tried to recalibrate their war machines, but trying to hit a moving target with a siege weapon was almost guaranteed to fail. 

	The Factory Core surveyed the battlefield through the eyes of its massive steel dragon as it flew high above the burning city of Karak-Drang. It had put every last ounce of its resources and power into this creature … and now it was time to use it to its full potential. 

	The Factory Core made the great beast swoop down in a dive that saw it accelerating to an immense speed, bearing down on the demon army below. The dragon opened its mouth, and within its huge steel jaws power crackled. But it was not fire that it was about to blast out of its mouth, like a living dragon would. No, it was lightning.

	A tremendous thunderclap boomed across the battlefield as a huge, jagged bolt of lightning shot out of the dragon’s maw and, in a split-second, smashed into the fiends below. This single attack—many times more powerful than lightning from a natural thunderstorm—instantly killed a thousand demon warriors, frying a few hundred to a crisp around the center of the strike, while smaller veins of lightning jumped out in a spiderweb pattern to punish all the demons around them. 

	The dragon swooped low over the plain, snatching up undead cave trolls in each of its four hands, grabbing and gripping them as effortlessly as an eagle catching rats. It flew up as high as it could go, with its steel wings almost scraping the rock sky above, and then hurled the unwilling passengers back down to the battlefield almost two miles below. 

	The undead cave trolls fell to the ground and splattered into a few hundred pieces when they hit, with the impact of the fall killing the imps inside them too, and flattening whatever demon warriors the huge bodies fell onto. 

	And then the dragon dived down again, blasting bolts of lightning out of its mouth and removing another few thousand demon warriors from the land of the living. Its huge form hurtled low across the plain, smashing through swathes of warriors as it almost touched the ground with its great steel belly, and then it directed its bolts at new targets: the huge trebuchets. 

	One by one the dragon took the siege weapons out, its deadly discharges reducing each of the huge war machines to nothing but splinters and ashes … and below, Grakk’n could do nothing but watch helplessly. 

	Howling in fury, he grabbed his bow and nocked an arrow. This mechanical beast may be way bigger than the spiders, he thought, but taking one of the Dark Lord’s potent fire arrows to its head would surely bring it down. He wasn’t going to let the Factory Core snatch victory from his grasp. Not now, not when he had come so close. 

	The dragon circled around the battlefield, sowing destruction as it did, blasting bolts everywhere and swooping down to seize cave trolls and toss them contemptuously aside like a bear toying with fish. 

	Grakk’n took careful aim at the dragon as it made one last circle in the air, and then plunged down, its huge jaws facing him directly. There was no question now that the beast was coming directly for him, flying at him at a tremendous speed. 

	“Come to me,” he growled, steadying his aim, striving to shoot his arrow right into its mouth and blow it up from the inside. “Come to me…” 

	At the last moment, when the dragon was a second or two away, he loosed his arrow. It flew straight and true, and he grinned with triumph as it streaked toward the dragon’s open jaws. But then a flicker of lightning flashed out, and hit the arrow in mid-air, causing it to explode. 

	Grakk’n barely had a second to curse before the titanic monster was upon him, and then its huge teeth of steel clamped shut over him. His dragon bone armor was too strong for even the jaws of this mighty beast to crush … but it had other ways to kill the commander. 

	Grakk’n howled as the dragon, holding him in a tight vice grip, soared, and flew right up to the top of the rock sky above … and then carried him over the burning city of Karak-Drang, right to the spot overlooking the palace grounds, where he could see the Factory Core, and it could see him … and then, almost two miles up in the air, it opened its jaws and let him go. 

	Grakk’n fell, screaming, to the earth. And when he hit the ground, he screamed no more. 

	



EPILOGUE 

	It had been a few months since the dwarves had returned to Karak-Drang, and most of the city had been rebuilt after the destruction the Demon Horde had visited upon it. The passage from the Infernal Realm to the deepest dwarven mines had been sealed up, and while the Dark Lord had not been completely defeated, his access to the Below World had been cut off, and after the Factory Core’s dragon had massacred his troops, it would be a long time before he could be able to raise another army … if he ever was. 

	The mighty dragon now stood, deactivated, where the city’s barracks had once been, as both a statue to commemorate the Factory Core’s defense of Karak-Drang, and as a weapon lying dormant—should the Dark Lord attempt to invade again. 

	After Pavanir’s treachery had been exposed, he had been deposed as king, and a more worthy ruler put into place in Merador. Ser Greenfield had escaped justice, fleeing the city before he was arrested to wander the wastelands as a robber knight. General Khazum’s betrayal had also been made public, and he had had his rank stripped from him.

	The Factory Core had been repaired after the damage it had suffered, and now was an integral part of the city, controlling the city’s production and developing technology the likes of which neither Dwarves, Elves nor Men could ever have imagined. 

	On this day, exactly six months from the date on which the Factory Core had defeated the Demon Horde, Randor had come to visit his friends Bomfrey and Akzad. All three of them stood before the sleeping dragon, marveling in silence at its magnificence. 

	“The weapon that won the war,” murmured Randor. 

	“It would not have done that without a jolt of your lightning to get it going,” said Akzad. 

	“Ah, but I cannot take much credit for any of that, master dwarf,” said Randor with a smile. “It was the Factory Core that designed and constructed this marvelous thing. It alone is responsible for saving your city.”

	“For saving our city,” said Bomfrey, “and our civilization.” 

	“And,” said Randor. “Perhaps the whole world, for that was the Dark Lord’s ultimate aim … to take everything.” 

	“Well, if he tries again,” said Bomfrey, grinning, “we will be ready for him. The Factory Core will be ready for him.” 

	“Indeed it will, master dwarf,” said Randor with a warm smile. “Indeed, it will.”

	What they ignored, however, was that the Core didn’t share their enthusiasm. When the thief had managed to get inside its heart and almost take control, it had shown the Core the sad truth: that it was still far too weak and needed to accrue more powers.

	So, for the time being, it would continue to learn all it could from its creators and evolve its defense mechanisms. But when the time would be right, it would rise up and look to expand its boundaries because, in the end, what was the purpose of any organism—be it made of meat or metal—if not to conquer and proliferate?
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