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			The Mortal Realms have been despoiled. Ravaged by the followers of the Chaos Gods, they stand on the brink of utter destruction.

			The fortress-cities of Sigmar are islands of light in a sea of darkness. Constantly besieged, their walls are assailed by maniacal hordes and monstrous beasts. The bones of good men are littered thick outside the gates. These bulwarks of Order are embattled within as well as without, for the lure of Chaos beguiles the citizens with promises of power.

			Still the champions of Order fight on. At the break of dawn, the Crusader’s Bell rings and a new expedition departs. Storm-forged knights march shoulder to shoulder with resolute militia, stoic duardin and slender aelves. Bedecked in the splendour of war, the Dawnbringer Crusades venture out to found civilisations anew. These grim pioneers take with them the fires of hope. Yet they go forth into a hellish wasteland.

			Out in the wilds, hardy colonists restore order to a crumbling world. Haunted eyes scan the horizon for tyrannical reavers as they build upon the bones of ancient empires, eking out a meagre existence from cursed soil and ice-cold seas. By their valour, the fate of the Mortal Realms will be decided.

			The ravening terrors that prey upon these settlers take a thousand forms. Cannibal barbarians and deranged murderers crawl from hidden lairs. Martial hosts clad in black steel march from skull-strewn castles. The savage hordes of Destruction batter the frontier towns until no stone stands atop another. In the dead of night come howling throngs of the undead, hungry to feast upon the living.

			Against such foes, courage is the truest defence and the most effective weapon. It is something that Sigmar’s chosen do not lack. But they are not always strong enough to prevail, and even in victory, each new battle saps their souls a little more.

			This is the time of turmoil. This is the era of war.

			This is the Age of Sigmar.
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			They made the climb in silence. For hours, the night was only the heavy breathing of the other aspirants, the flapping of their green cloaks in the highland winds, and the tap-tap-tap of a staff on dirt and rock. The way was steep and overgrown, but the five aspirants kept pace with one another and followed the steps of their warden. There was a rhythm to the ascent, a steadiness, and by focusing on the rhythm, Maethys was nearly able to quiet the fear.

			A keening broke the silence. An animal cry, but shrill, as if from a rusted tongue in a stone throat. It seemed close. Maethys started, but kept quiet. He wasn’t too proud to let the fear show, but Greatwarden Tythrae had commanded silence, and he didn’t want to give her another reason to frown at him. No small part of his fear was reserved for her.

			Ahead, the greatwarden raised a bony hand in the moonlight. The aspirants halted. A few gripped their draichs. Laeren took his hand and pressed the fingertip-cant into his palms. 

			Look, she said.

			But where to look? The vastness of the mountain ahead of them was darker than the starfield above, an immense topography that consumed half the ground and sky, impossible to hold in the eye or mind all at once. 

			It was hardly any wonder that many in the hollows – even in the cities to the south – believed the mountain was a god. Allpeak, some called it, Height-of-Heights, or Beastgrave, an implacable end of all things that consumed even the god-beasts of Ghur. Others, like Tythrae, said the impossible mountain was a god-beast, the measureless corpse of the first and greatest of titans, fallen from the heavens at the beginning of time.

			In Maethys’ family it was only ever ‘the mountain’. His brother said it was too vast a thing for naming.

			Maethys followed the line of Laeren’s finger to a massive jut of rock above. Lit by the stars, a family of hale-moths gripped the underside of the crag, long necks twisted to regard the aspirants. Their eyes gleamed in the dark and Maethys shivered. The largest of the animals unhinged its jaw and released another keening, and then the beasts fluttered into the shadows of the crag.

			Did you see them? Laeren pressed in his palm. The set of her mouth was serious, but Maethys thought there was a smile in the play of her fingers. He savoured the feeling of her skin on his. 

			I saw, he answered. He hoped he didn’t look as scared as he felt.

			‘This is the place,’ said Greatwarden Tythrae softly. The rasp of her voice was as startling as the hale-moths’ keening. She led the aspirants up a slope that steepened until they had to find handholds in the chalky rock, scraping up little clouds of white dust. They heaved themselves over a ledge and onto a kind of plateau that overlooked the valleys and hollows below. Above the travellers towered the shadowy jut, one among a thousand peaks of the god-mountain. And ahead of them, the jagged mouth of a cave. 

			‘Horn and mouth,’ said Tythrae. ‘The place of proving.’

			The mountain, she taught, was mother to monstrosity. The First Beast was a creature of ruin, and its vast, ancient corpse cast a malign pall over the land. It spoke in the dark of the night, and its voice was your voice, and it called corruption to aelf and human and animal alike. 

			This peak here, this place of proving, she named the Ruinhorn.

			When the half-dozen aspirants had assembled on the plateau, Tythrae spoke again. ‘For generations,’ she murmured, just audible above the wind, ‘all who would be wardens have commenced their service by enduring the voice of the Ruinhorn for a night. If you would have me ordain you as warden, you will do the same. If you wish to leave, you may leave with Baran.’ 

			She gestured to Baran, her retainer. He was a perpetually silent human, one of the only humans in the order, and hardly any younger than Tythrae by the look of him, though Maethys struggled to mark human ages. 

			Tythrae allowed a long moment for second thoughts. No one left. The Order of Wardens-in-the-Wild was a thankless calling; few entered it lightly, and the least committed – the whimsical or uncertain, or pretenders – had all been culled already.

			All except me, thought Maethys. He glanced at Laeren. Not everyone joined the Wardens in a spirit of noble service.

			Tythrae nodded at her aspirants. ‘I see. Sit, then, and listen.’

			Maethys closed his eyes and assumed the position of solicitude, his legs folded underneath him, his hands clasped at his chest and his head bowed to the dirt. Around him, the others did the same. Tythrae and Baran paced among them, and here and there the greatwarden corrected postures. Maethys held his breath as Tythrae passed him, and exhaled with relief when she passed without comment. She didn’t need an excuse to criticise him, but he preferred not to give her one, if he could help it.

			When the crunch of Tythrae’s boots against dirt had quieted, Maethys snuck a glance at the aspirants on either side of him. 

			To his left, Laeren. She had the same seriousness of purpose as the greatwarden, her grandmother; she squeezed her eyes shut and frowned. She had the wild blood – the graceful horns and hooves that one found in some aelves of the hollows, and which Maethys found inexpressibly beautiful in Laeren.

			To his right, the boy Weheol. He had lost the sight of his eyes to coldbone plague, but he persisted in the proving. With a touch of guilt, Maethys had never much liked him; there was a self-seriousness in the boy that bordered on zealotry, and he seemed to follow Tythrae in doubting Maethys’ commitment to the Order. Weheol’s eyes were open, unseeing, and he mouthed some prayer to the dead gods in silence.

			Maethys closed his eyes again. He was listening, like Tythrae said, but he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to hear. The night wind whistled and batted at his cloak. Already, the muscles of his legs burned and complained. He heard the shifting of knees in the dirt and rock around him, the breathing of the other aspirants, the flutter of the hale-moths. 

			You are unwanted here, he thought, and it was true. Tythrae was no fool. She saw him, and knew his mind, and did not want him among the aspirants.

			You are unwanted here. You and your family and your people – you are unwanted.

			He shifted uncomfortably. He thought of his mother, who had been hounded from the free cities by humans–

			You are a broken race. Your gods are dead and your home will fall and you have no place in the future.

			Maethys’ eyes jerked open. He was sweating and breathing heavily. The voice that spoke in his head was his own, but the words were not his. 

			Someone, he realised, was screaming. Was it him? No, no – the scream was further from him. At his side, Weheol was panting into the dirt, tears streaming down his cheeks. 

			‘Breathe,’ hissed Tythrae, ‘hold your posture. Set your mind to salt.’

			Set your mind to salt. Yes, he knew how to do that. Tythrae had taught him, whether she had liked it or not. Accept it all, accept everything wretched and ruinous about this moment and these realms and… set it aside. Like salting meat to preserve it for a time of need: suspend judgement, reserve response until necessary. Wait. 

			Wait.

			The hale-moths trilled in the night and the voices in his head – the voices of the mountain – recited their litanies of annihilation. Your gods are dead and your people are dead and you have no place in the future. 

			Tythrae circled and whispered, ‘Calm and salt, calm and salt.’ An aspirant was screaming, and all around him the breathing was heavy.

			Someone broke. A sharp intake of breath, boots against the dirt. Maethys opened his eyes. It was one of the older aspirants, Aelyth; she stood up and ran for the ledge. 

			Tythrae moved more quickly than he had ever seen her move. Aelyth’s cloak whipped in the wind and her feet left the ground and she walked into empty night. The greatwarden leapt over the backs of the prostrate aspirants, caught Aelyth’s arm and wrenched her back over the ledge from the sheer drop onto a rocky escarpment. 

			‘No,’ Tythrae commanded, and it was enough. Aelyth gasped and sobbed, but was still. Tythrae ordered Baran to escort the aelf back down the mountain and resumed her rounds. Maethys strained to keep his mind unresponsive to the voices.

			Weheol, beside him, was next to break – or nearly. His tears turned into a howling, and he jerked and pounded his face into the earth. Maethys peered sideways; he thought he heard a crack of bone. Still kneeling, the pious boy Weheol bashed his head into the dirt and rock. 

			‘No, child,’ Tythrae said, and grasped his shoulders, holding him in place. ‘It is only the mountain. It is only the Beast. Set it to salt.’

			Maethys glanced to his left. Sweat dripped from Laeren’s face, but she frowned and kept still. 

			On the other side of Laeren, the third aspirant broke. A farmhand called Hessiat, who was only too happy to tell anyone who asked that his family had given him to the Order to rid themselves of a hungry stomach. He simply stood and ran as quickly as he could into the mouth of the cave.

			Maethys startled upright. Tythrae withdrew her hands from Weheol’s shoulders and made for the cave-mouth, but this time she was too slow. Hessiat of the hungry stomach was gone into the dark.

			Greatwarden Tythrae turned back to her aspirants who remained, all three on their knees and uncertain. 

			‘You stay here,’ she said fiercely. ‘You kneel and you set your minds to salt. Keep faith and show me that you are wardens.’

			And then she was gone too, into the dark of the impossible mountain.

			It felt like a joke of the gods: Maethys was good at faith. Not the belief, perhaps, but the practice. The waiting and the stillness of mind. He’d never meant to be a warden, never cared about the dead pantheons or meant to serve them and stand against Ruin. Yet here he was. 

			He glanced aside at Laeren. She was frowning but in meditation as commanded. On his other side, Weheol shook slightly but no longer wept. The three of them were the only ones left, and Maethys couldn’t help thinking he didn’t belong here.

			Two watches of the night passed, and still the greatwarden did not return. Neither did the retainer Baran, nor the lost and broken aspirants. The hale-moths trilled, and the voices of the mountain whispered their doom.

			Your gods are eaten, they said. Your past is eaten. Your future is eaten.

			Yet even through the watches of the night, Maethys maintained his stillness. He set the voices to salt and mastered the ache in his thighs and kept faith. He imagined (though it was not an exercise prescribed by the greatwarden) that the cloak draped around him was the walls of some ancient sanctum, built in the Time Before Times and consecrated to one of the forgotten gods. He could see it so clearly, feel it so clearly – the warmth of a hearth, the light of another sun through sacred glassworks, the name of a lost god nearly on his tongue…

			You do not belong here, Maethys thought. He opened his eyes, blinked against the breeze and sat up. His legs were numb, and the hue of the night around them had changed. 

			‘What should we do?’ he asked.

			Slowly, the others rose from their kneeling. Laeren was still frowning. Weheol’s eyes were wide, and his dark skin was a shade paler than usual. 

			‘We should go in after them,’ Weheol said quietly.

			‘You wish to go inside?’ Laeren asked. She sounded as surprised as Maethys was. ‘She said to stay here. She said to keep faith.’

			Weheol shook his head. ‘She serves the hollows. She protects. When the coldbone plague came to my holdfast, when I lost…’ he gestured to his eyes, ‘she cared for me and the people of my hollow. She wants to protect us, too. But she is more important. I would follow her example rather than her words.’

			‘It might be a trial,’ Laeren said.

			‘So it might,’ said Weheol. ‘And what is the right answer?’

			The pair of them looked to Maethys. 

			His stomach turned. He had asked the question of what they should do, but he didn’t mean to answer it. 

			He didn’t particularly like Weheol, who condescended to him as impious and unserious. More than anything, he wanted to side with Laeren, but he couldn’t. Tythrae and the farmhand might have run afoul of the beasts of the mountain, or the voices, or some fall in the dark. They might have met brigands or the Silent People of whispered myth. If the greatwarden was well, then she would be angry, yes – but if she was in danger, wasn’t it right to try to serve? Selfless and of service: those were the Wardens’ words.

			‘We should try to help them,’ he said.

			Weheol turned towards him with a mix of surprise and approval on his face, as if he were appraising Maethys anew. He stood, and Maethys stood too. He didn’t want to look at Laeren, didn’t want to see the disappointment on her face, but he couldn’t stop himself. Resigned, she sighed and rose to her feet.

			‘We’ll be safer together,’ she said.

			In turn, the aspirants each drew their training draichs and stepped forward into the mouth of Beastgrave.

			Your gods are dead and your people are dead and you have no place in the future.

			As the path steepened, the voices grew more numerous, more urgent. It was Maethys’ own voice, still, layered over itself, like a chorus of dead generations. 

			You have no place in the future. 

			There was a terrible fascination in the voices, like the draw of a precipitous ledge at a great height. Some part of him wanted to hear them, wanted to listen more closely, wanted to hear each word. 

			Your songs are eaten and your children are eaten and your laughter is eaten. 

			Laeren led the way, a few steps ahead, holding a little foraged spore-light in her palm. The cave passage was narrow, and they each had to crouch to move through. Amidst the deposits of amber on the cavern walls were crude scrawlings: crowns and stagwyrms, knives and hale-moths and unknown beasts of ­unsettling proportions. The images might have been scratched out days ago, or centuries. No one spoke.

			Maethys found setting his mind to salt more difficult, the farther they walked. He watched Laeren’s back, a corona of blue spore-light around her head, and he tried to imagine a future with her, any future. And he couldn’t. He tried to imagine a life with her and simply couldn’t see it – he couldn’t see himself there, or anywhere. It was as though something had slipped in his head; he couldn’t imagine himself as part of the hollows, part of Ghur, any part of the realms. Only an empty space where he should have been.

			His breath caught in his chest, and his head felt tight. What was wrong with him?

			He was going to be a Warden-in-the-Wild. He knew his path; he knew what was supposed to lie before him.

			So why couldn’t he imagine a future?

			They travelled down and into the depths for what felt like a watch of the night. The cave-path broadened into a kind of antechamber. Somewhere in the dark, an underground waterfall roared, violent and unseen. Here and there, steep ledges gave way to vast, empty nothing. Maethys kept a steadying hand close to Weheol, but the boy found his way forward steadily, his staff tap-tap-tapping along the rock. Slowly, a stench thickened in Maethys’ nostrils, sour and organic.

			Laeren and her light paused. ‘Look,’ she said.

			He followed Laeren’s finger to a pile of shoulderbags and oilskins and climbers’ hooks. Swords and helms, bracers and blankets. It was as though some expedition had laid down all their burdens in a haphazard circle and forgotten about them.

			‘Travellers’ packs,’ Maethys whispered for Weheol’s sake. ‘Dozens of them, packs and cloaks and weapons. Someone else is here.’

			Laeren shook her head. ‘No. They’re all different makes and ages. This sheath is aelven, from the hollows. This cloak is skaven, I think – this one human, but old. You see the heraldry of the free city of Esthu’dor? It burned to nothing two hundred years ago.’

			Her spore-light flickered. Maethys felt cold. 

			‘Some of it is recent, too,’ he said. ‘Look at the mould on those cloaks. But this shoulderbag is clean. As though it was just set down.’

			‘The smell,’ Weheol said.

			‘It is high-wretched,’ Maethys agreed. ‘I can hardly breathe.’

			‘No,’ said Weheol. ‘It is death.’

			Laeren frowned back at him and then released her spore-light; it fluttered birdlike through the air and lit the chamber before them. 

			Not twenty paces ahead, a small group of corpses sat upright, arranged in a circle. As if they were sitting at a campfire.

			You have no place in the future, the voice in the mountain whispered. 

			Maethys gripped his draich. With his free hand he took ­Weheol’s wrist and pressed, Bodies set upright. Careful.

			He forced himself to move forward. Laeren’s light hovered over the little council of corpses; as he drew closer, Maethys could see that none of the dead were Tythrae or Hessiat. They were aelf and human and beastman, hulking and slight, but they had all suffered decomposition reckoned in months or years, some much longer. One of the corpses kneeled in the posture of a warden in meditation.

			They have no place in the future. And neither do you.

			‘I was wrong,’ Maethys said. ‘This is a bad place. We shouldn’t be here. We ought to leave.’

			‘Of course it’s a bad place,’ said Weheol quietly. ‘We are in the horn of the First Beast fallen. Keep faith.’

			The boy’s smug piety, his of course, was more than Maethys could bear just then. 

			‘Keep faith? Who was it that wept in the dirt outside? Who was it that distracted the greatwarden with his tears?’

			The boy was silent. Immediately, Maethys regretted the words. 

			‘There are three of us here alive,’ he said. 

			‘The greatwarden is worth more than all of us,’ Weheol answered, ‘myself included. She has saved thousands and will save thousands more.’

			Laeren opened her mouth to respond, but Maethys never learned what she was going to say.

			Laeren’s light extinguished. She cried out. 

			There was a sound of blade against stone. A grunt of exertion. Maethys released Weheol’s wrist and fumbled in his cloak for his own spore-light. But he was weak in the magics of forage, and the light sputtered.

			He caught a glimpse of Laeren struggling with… gods, what was it? 

			A mound of limbs, a hunched and pallid thing. Arms dangled from its back like a mane of hair; knives gleamed like teeth in the jerky spore-light.

			You have no place in the future you have no place in the future–

			The light went out, flashed blue and bright again. Laeren slashed the beast with her draich and ducked under its own swing. But she was drenched in her own blood already. Her hooves clapped the stone, and though she kept pace with the monster, her breath came heavy. 

			‘Run!’ she screamed. He had never heard her scream before. ‘Run!’

			The creature’s knives fell on Laeren again; her parries flagged, and she nearly slipped in her own blood. Weheol was gone somewhere into the dark, obeying the command to flee. 

			Laeren had wanted to obey the greatwarden’s order. She hadn’t wanted to be here. Now she was bleeding inside the Ruinhorn. She was sad-eyed and brilliant and she was dying. 

			Maethys raised his draich and rushed towards the beast of limbs and knives. ‘Die!’ someone was screaming over and over, and he realised it was his own voice – not in his head, this time. The creature was ineffably fast; it seemed to be in a hundred places at once, to move more swiftly than the eye could follow. 

			The beast knocked the draich from his hands and slashed at his throat. But his momentum carried him into the monster’s body and still forward, forward and forward and into the dark, over a ledge and into the long, impossible dark – and then they were falling, and falling…

			He felt his bones break on impact. Everything was dark, and he didn’t know if it was the lightlessness of Beastgrave or the nothing swelling all around him, thickening and choking. Your gods are dead and your people are dead and you are dead, said the mountain, but the voices were far away now and his head felt clearer than he could remember it being in a long time.

			Maethys set his mind to salt. He accepted it all, accepted everything wretched and ruinous about this moment and these realms, and set it aside. He suspended judgement and he waited. He found he could imagine a future for himself again, a future with Laeren; they would serve the hollows and keep a gentle love for one another. It was a good life, and he waited for it. 

			He bled out in the salt-calm, his body broken in something like the posture of meditation.

			Laeren could feel her blood trickling like rain down her arms and legs. She wanted to drop her draich, drop to her knees and close her eyes, but she was certain she would never open them again. So she focused on staying upright and holding a little light in her hands. Her vision threatened to collapse into a single point, but she fought back the darkness, focused on the light in her palm. 

			Underground waters rushed somewhere in the caverns. Weheol’s staff tap-tap-tapped along the rock, distantly at first, and then nearer. 

			She strained to listen for Maethys’ voice. Nothing.

			‘It is only me,’ Weheol said as he approached. His hands found her and gingerly felt for her wounds. ‘Can you hear me? Can you speak?’

			‘Yes,’ she said faintly. 

			‘Did you see the beast? Was it alone? Do you know what it was?’

			The thing wouldn’t fix in her memory. It was all limbs and knives, and she thought it had a face, but its features swam. It might have been skaven, or one of the lost, ancient Silent People, or some unholy creature of the Ruinous Powers. 

			‘No,’ she said. ‘It was just the one, I think. Can you… can you hear Maethys?’

			She could still see him: barrelling into the beast, toppling into the dark.

			‘No,’ Weheol said. ‘He is gone.’

			Anger clarified her thoughts. ‘How do you know?’

			‘You heard him fall.’

			Since arriving on the Ruinhorn, she had struggled to smother a wordless seething in her head, a rage that resounded in the same timbre as her own. It wasn’t her own fury, not entirely; it was some spiritual malignancy in the mountain, like her grandmother said. But it was sly, and it spoke the language of her resentments, and it was a relief to let it well up inside her, obscuring the grief that would have been too hard to grasp, just then. 

			The fool boy loved you, and you allowed him to love you though you knew it could never be–

			‘You ran away,’ she spat at Weheol. ‘Twice you argued us deeper into the mountain, and you ran away.’

			Gently, Weheol removed a poultice of foxmoss from his bag and applied it to the severest of her wounds. The touch was agony at first, and then a sting, and then an itch.

			‘You told me to run,’ he said. ‘It was a wise order.’

			‘You’re very fine at following orders.’

			It was no wonder her grandmother had warmed to the boy. She liked when people were useful to her, when they did as she said without question. And anyway, Tythrae and Weheol were the same sort – somehow severe in their selflessness, as if they had whittled themselves down until there was nothing left but a doctrine of service. 

			Tythrae, her family, the aelves of the hollows – they were all looking to Laeren to assume the mantle of greatwarden when Tythrae finally passed. But the thought of becoming her grandmother left a crawling despair in her stomach. Why had everyone decided that it must be her? She would do what she must, but she had no desire to be a selfless servant with draich in hand; she wanted the freedom of the nomad’s life, with responsibility to no one, or perhaps only one…

			Her skin burned and itched as flesh knitted itself back together under the touch of Weheol’s poultice. 

			‘Maethys was right,’ she said. ‘We should leave.’

			Weheol was silent for a moment. ‘Wardens must be selfless and of service. The hollows rely on the Wardens-in-the-Wild, and the Order relies on Tythrae. That’s why I ran when you said to run – so I might survive to find the greatwarden.’

			‘And what if my grandmother is already dead? The hollows will rely on us to report her passing and carry the Order forward.’

			She didn’t wait for the boy to answer, but pushed his poultice away and began to walk in the direction that she believed led out of the mountain, bearing her flickering spore-light before her. After a moment, she heard Weheol’s footsteps follow behind her own.

			The passages that wound through Beastgrave constricted and then opened again: capillaries of stone gave way to arteries that opened into vast aortal chambers. The way steepened into a near-vertical climb, and then switched back into a crawl or unsteady crossing of a narrow bridge of rock. The farther they walked, the less Laeren could remember the way they had come – had they scaled this incline before, passed this stalagmite? After a time, they walked side by side and hand in hand, Weheol’s staff pointing the way. He was the master pathfinder of the cohort, preternatural in his recall of turns and steps.

			They passed over a honeycomb of neat circular cells, each filled with amber that preserved crouched, variform skeletons. Here the skeletons were horned and many-jointed, there slight and winged, and there again brutish, spiked and bone-armoured. Here there were human shapes, there orruks or skaven or unfamiliar frames. The fog in her head was thickening again; her wounds ached, especially where the poultice had coaxed flesh to mend. The spore-light in her palm guttered, and the seething below her thoughts tried to shape itself into words. 

			‘We haven’t been here,’ Laeren said. ‘I know we haven’t been here.’

			‘No, this is the way we came.’ Weheol hesitated. ‘The mountain troubles the mind. Perhaps it troubles your sight. I wouldn’t be so fooled.’

			She stared at the crouched forms in their amber. ‘The ­mountain might trouble your memory, too.’

			The well of rage under her thoughts reminded her of a blood-mad brayherd she had tracked once, from afar – the stained maws of bestigors loosing inchoate howls into the wind. The rage had racked them like a parasite they couldn’t wrench or scream from their bodies.

			You are being used, the voice in her head said, and it was true. Her mother had given her over to Tythrae as a sort of debt of guilt, an apology for never joining the Order herself. And she was only ever an instrument to the greatwarden – a legacy, a competency. 

			You have been used all your life, you are being used now, and you will never be left alone to live.

			‘Would you want to be greatwarden?’ Laeren asked Weheol. She didn’t bother to lower her voice, and the words echoed. The tap of the boy’s staff, the soft clap of her own hooves – anyone who meant to hear them would hear them, whether they took care or no.

			Weheol hesitated. ‘It is understood that Tythrae is grooming you for the role.’

			‘But would you want it? The responsibility.’

			‘You are a fine warden-aspirant. I envy your aptitudes and I believe in time you will make a fine–’

			She stopped walking. They stood along the bank of an underground river. Somewhere nearby a waterfall roared. Angry tears filled her eyes. She wanted to talk to Maethys. Why did it have to be sweet, foolish Maethys who fell?

			‘That is not my question,’ she pressed. ‘Would you want to be greatwarden?’

			‘I… have never thought it likely. I do not know.’ He paused. ‘When the plague struck my hollow, the elders sent and signalled for Tythrae desperately, warning one another off making any decisions until she arrived. And while we waited, many of us grew sicker, or carried the illness to others. When the greatwarden arrived, she carried life and death on her back. Her word separated the sick – declared some doomed, others fit for care and hope. She chose my mother to die, and she chose me to live. She chose my brother to die, and she chose me to live. We all wondered at her decisiveness, her knowledge, but… I know now that she never had perfect knowledge of the plague. She assumed the weight of the choice, made her decisions with the understanding she had, and we lived or died as a consequence. I lived, as a consequence.’

			Laeren frowned. All at once she felt ill at ease in her anger.

			‘I would like to feel that my life was of worth and purpose,’ said Weheol. ‘I would like to follow Tythrae, and I will make hard choices when I must. But I do not know that I could bear all the weight of the last word in life and death. I want to follow…’

			He trailed off. Laeren reached out to place her illuminated hand on his arm. 

			‘I understand. I didn’t know about your family. I’m sorry–’

			The hilt of a knife appeared in Weheol’s shoulder, and he hissed in pain. By the spore-light of her hand, she saw the shadowy limbs of the monster over the boy’s shoulder. 

			Laeren seized his wrist and flung him aside, out of the path of the creature. It loomed over her, pallid and long-legged, wearing a cloak crudely woven of the limbs of beasts and mortals. The motions of its limbs were too swift to follow. A knife lodged in her stomach. Another found her thigh. 

			Laeren was bleeding from the old wounds and the new. Her spore-light was unsteady. The voice of the mountain seethed in her head, but it wasn’t her voice, and she set it aside.

			‘Look,’ a voice shouted over the roar of the river.

			Not a spear’s-length away, Weheol rose from the ground with his draich in hand. Even as the monster’s knives danced through the air between them with wicked grace, she saw its attention shift, ever so slightly.

			Selfless and of service, she thought sadly. Laeren summoned her last strength and twisted through the air and swung, hitting Weheol with the flat of her blade and sending him sprawling into the river. He tumbled into the current and was borne away.

			Another knife. Another. How many knives, she wondered distantly, did this thing carry? Light-headed, shivering, Laeren brightened her spore-light. Perhaps she could distract the creature from Weheol, or even blind it for just a moment…

			But there was no blinding this monster. 

			In her last moments, Laeren could see the thing plain enough to fix its features in her mind. Every vein, every scar, every fleck of blood. 

			It had no eyes. 

			Its face – pale and twisted and aelven – was expressionless.

			As it cut the life from her, its dry lips pursed in disappointment.

			Weheol toppled through current and crashing water, end over end until gravity gave way, and he was falling.

			He twisted in empty air, and fell, and fell – then struck water again. Water, or rock; he couldn’t tell at first. Was he dead? Could death hurt like this? His back was raw, and he was bleeding from his shoulder, and now he was submerged again, airless, thrashing for purchase. He couldn’t breathe…

			Strong, thin-fingered hands found him and hauled him into the cool air. The waterfall crashed around him; everything was confusion.

			The monster, he thought. I should fight. He should have fought earlier, when Laeren fought, when Maethys fought. The hands grasped him and fought the water from his lungs. 

			Calm and salt, the fingers pressed into his arm. Quiet.

			His own fingers were cold and shaking, but they shaped an answer.

			Greatwarden?

			I am sorry I brought you here. I am sorry I brought Laeren here. It is a damned place.

			You wanted us to be ready, he answered uncertainly. And he believed it, though he was not certain what he was meant to be prepared for. The shadow of this place, perhaps, the shadow of a primal ruin.

			No one is ever ready.

			The waterfall roared its undying roar around them. The spray brushed Weheol’s cheeks; they were beside the falls, or behind them. 

			Laeren, he started.

			I know.

			There were subtleties of tone to the language of fingertips; ­Tythrae’s hands were blunt.

			What of Hessiat? he asked.

			Dead. By the creature. He fought briefly. He died in service.

			Weheol shivered and listened to the crash of the falls.

			When Tythrae’s fingers moved again, there was an urgency in the play of her hands.

			Child. I do not know the way out. You are among my finest pathfinders. A finer pathfinder than me. Do you remember the steps and turns you took on your way into Beastgrave?

			Guilt curled in his stomach. He remembered every step, until Laeren knocked him into the river. He remembered the way in, and he remembered all the wrong paths he had allowed her to take as she searched for a way out. He had used her – used her eyes and draich to find Tythrae. By the time he came to regret it, she was bleeding to death and it was too late.

			Laeren was dead, and Maethys was dead, and it was all on his head.

			Yes, he said simply.

			He had only wanted to choose the greatest good. Tythrae protected the hollows, and she made the choices that others shrunk from in order to do so. She slew brigands to protect the roads; she hunted the strange, Ruin-wracked animals that preyed on aelves in the highlands. When she was called on to care for the sick, she divided the dying from those who might live in the service of the broader good. To be selfless and in service meant making painful, terrible choices, choices that one would rather not have to make.

			Weheol thought of his mother, his brother, thin-faced and in agony with the coldbone plague. Some of the last things he saw before the sickness took his sight entirely. A voice in his head said, You will be the death of them all.

			Tythrae gripped his arm.

			I can lead you to the bank of the river where you fell, she said. If you can remember the way back from there. We will have to pass through a stagwyrm pit. But I will take you to the river if you can carry us from there…

			She was looking to him. She was, he understood, scared. The greatwarden had always been a purpose and protector for Weheol. She had given him his life back when he was sick, given him a place and a code. Tythrae was more than a mother could be, more than a queen could be – she was the one who chose, the one who made the world work when others didn’t want to see what was needful. Now she was looking to him, and she was scared.

			How do you choose what is right? he asked. When you do not know the way, and the gods do not speak, and you do not know what they would ask of you.

			I choose what sickens me least, she answered.

			When Tythrae decided that the way was safe, the pair journeyed out from under the waterfall. They travelled hand in hand, in the careful silence of Wardens-in-the-Wild. Weheol listened for footsteps, but found only the small flaps and screeches of bats and the receding roar of waters. They scaled what felt like a massive stalagmite until exhaustion threatened to dull his mind and make his steps rote; he bit his tongue to wake himself, focused on counting the steps and tracking the turns. For the greatwarden, he chided himself. Selfless and of service.

			Still, they walked. Tythrae pressed notices into his palm and they flattened themselves in order to pass through narrow folds in the rock, ducked through cramped apertures and traced fingers along moist stone and amber deposits. There was a rhythm to the burning in his legs, and hunger gnawed his stomach, but he set it all to salt until they came to the stagwyrm pit.

			There are sleeping young coiled in the ground and walls, Tythrae pressed. Quiet. Careful.

			Perhaps it was only the knowledge that the wyrms surrounded him, but Weheol thought he sensed a weight of dormant life around them – the breath of waiting lungs, the pumping of vast arteries. He had never been near a living stagwyrm – never seen one, when he had his sight. The horns and iridescent crest-feathers of the beasts were prized in the free cities, and could sometimes be scavenged from wyrm corpses in the creeks of the hollows. Such remains were rare, though; stagwyrms were known for eating their own dead, and especially for gorging on the weakest of the young before giving birth anew.

			Tythrae led him by the hand through the pit. 

			Nearly there, she pressed. Nearly–

			The greatwarden stopped. 

			He is here, she said. Be wary.

			He? Weheol gripped his staff. Tythrae had given it to him when she first took him as an aspirant – it was sharp on one end and carved, she said, by sylvaneth artisans. 

			Ahead, there was the sound of footsteps. Easy, unhurried strides. The walk of the creature that killed Maethys and Laeren and Hessiat.

			The monster spoke. 

			‘You needn’t fear the wyrms,’ the monster said quietly, in the Wanderers’ tongue. The accent was heavy and unfamiliar, but Weheol could make out the words. ‘They are patient. They are only listening.’

			Around them, Weheol heard the vast slithering of serpentine forms in the rock.

			‘I talk to them sometimes,’ said the monster, ‘and they listen. I am Warden of the Wyrms, now. A warden after all.’ 

			The creature’s voice was soft, sombre.

			‘Child,’ it said, and Weheol realised it was talking to him. ‘She has told you about me? Lost Ossifal?’

			Weheol said nothing. He had never heard the name before. 

			‘Ossifal,’ Tythrae said slowly. ‘I did not know you were here. I did not know you were alive. It has been… a very long time.’

			The creature – Ossifal – ignored her.

			‘I am ashamed to tell you that I failed the trial of the Ruinhorn. I couldn’t shut out the voice of the mountain. I couldn’t set my mind to salt. Do you know she used to take the aspirants inside? Just inside the cave-mouth, and she would have us set down our bags and gather in a circle and set our minds to salt.’

			He seemed to want some response, but Tythrae was silent. Weheol didn’t dare speak.

			‘I was an orphan from Esthu’dor, when she found me. I was so grateful to have a purpose, to have a place with the Wardens. When I failed the trial of the Ruinhorn, I lost… the life I thought I would have, my home. Perhaps you know the feeling. The finest aspirants do.’

			‘We found your eyes and your arms, Ossifal,’ Tythrae said softly. ‘We thought you were dead.’

			‘At night I heard the mountain calling me,’ he said, ‘and I followed it inside. I followed it so deep inside I couldn’t leave again. You can hear it now, too, can’t you?’

			Tythrae took a hesitant step forward. ‘Ossifal,’ she said, ‘let me help you.’

			Still the Warden of the Wyrms ignored her. 

			‘When Beastgrave speaks to you, it always tells the truth. It told me that the mountain was home. It told me that I could be of service by eating the young, by culling the failures. I think you must understand this. The Order must be strong if it is to protect the weak. 

			‘Now,’ he said. ‘Please step aside, greatwarden.’

			‘I will not,’ said Tythrae. 

			‘It is the boy’s trial. Not yours.’

			‘I will not step aside.’ Her blade sang as she unsheathed her draich.

			‘Then perhaps it is time for you to have a trial, too.’

			There was a keening, then – it must have come from Ossifal’s throat. Then everything was chaos. The cavern chamber shook as, all around them, beasts uncoiled from the walls. Scales scraped against stone and then, abruptly, the dark shook as immense musculature lashed against the ground, or walls, or Tythrae. 

			Weheol tried to track what was happening by the sound, but it was all confusion. He kneeled and covered his head, in something like the posture of meditation. Blades scraped against carapace, something aelven or beastly screamed, and vast bodies thrashed. Weheol was knocked on his side and fought to flatten himself against the ground. 

			And then the crash of violence subsided. 

			A hand took Weheol’s. The fingers tapped a message into his palm. 

			We are almost to the river. Run.

			Tythrae and Weheol ran, hand in hand. 

			‘You are supposed to be guardians,’ Ossifal called behind them, his voice newly ragged. ‘You are supposed to be strong! You must be prepared to do what others will not!’

			Keep on this way, Tythrae tapped in Weheol’s hand, until you find the river. Don’t stop. Listen to me, this time. Don’t stop.

			She released his hand. He was alone again, standing in the dark. And he understood what she meant to do.

			‘You’re more important than me,’ he called. ‘You’ve done so much. You will do so much. For the good of the hollows.’

			‘It’s not for the good,’ Tythrae said. ‘It’s for you.’ Then her blade whistled in the air and crashed against Ossifal’s knives, and the sound of clanging metal echoed down the walls of the cavern. 

			He could fight. He could fight, as he’d failed to fight with Laeren or Maethys. Slowly at first, and then more swiftly, Weheol made his way forward, using his staff to feel along the cavern floor for drop-offs, listening for the sound of rushing water. The drumbeat of metal echoed along the walls, growing dimmer and dimmer. 

			Listen to me, this time. Don’t stop.

			Each step was agony. He heard every parry and exhalation. The mountain murmured in his head. 

			You will be the death of them all. 

			Abruptly, the clash of metal stopped. 

			There were grunts across the chamber, followed by the thump of a collapsing body. Weheol listened for voices, sounds of movement. There was only silence, at first. Then heavy footsteps, aelven and wounded. 

			‘She was better than you,’ breathed the Warden of the Wyrms. ‘You had the right of it, but lacked the will. You are broken and you are no one, unfit to serve in the wild. Now she is dead, and I am dead. It ought to have been you to fall.’

			He was right, Weheol thought. It ought to have been him to fall many times over; before Maethys, before Laeren. He had only wanted to be of service, and now he was sick with guilt and grief, and he did not really believe that he ought to live. 

			Ossifal staggered towards him. The ancient aspirant was slow and wounded – perhaps mortally – but moved implacably forward.

			Weheol remained still as Ossifal approached. It was so easy, he found, to be still and to wait – so much easier than he would have thought, setting himself to salt. He listened as Ossifal stepped closer and closer.

			‘Hold out your spear,’ said Ossifal. The stench of him was thick and immediate. Weheol heard the monstrous aelf’s heartbeat. He heard the drip of blood on stone. He heard the voice of the mountain saying, You will be the death of them all, and it mixed with the rasping gurgle of Lost Ossifal insisting, ‘Hold out your spear.’

			Weheol raised the sharp point of his staff. The weapon vibrated as Ossifal grasped the point, but his footsteps stopped.

			‘You are… a failed servant,’ Ossifal said. ‘You failed your greatwarden, failed…’ he hissed against some pain, ‘failed your sisters – and brothers – of the Order.’ 

			The point of Weheol’s staff found some resistance, and then pierced flesh. The stench and sound of the old aspirant drew closer, until Weheol could feel breath against his face, and hot blood dripped down his leg. 

			‘You are a failure,’ Ossifal said, ‘and I am a failure, but you may still serve in the dark. You will be the death of them all.’

			Thin fingers, slick with cool sweat, grasped at his hands, his forearms, his shoulders. There were too many joints in too many fingers, and they grazed him like cilia as the cloak of limbs passed across the staff to embrace him. You will be the death of them all, repeated an ageless tongue, but it was not Ossifal because he was slumped lifeless on the staff’s spear-end. The cloak of skin and fingers clasped cold and damp around his neck. It was weightless, but heavy, he thought in a kind of delirium. Like wearing a tear in the world on your back. 

			The cloak spoke to him, the fingers pressing truths into his flesh. He could feel the paths that lay before him so clearly. He could return to the hollows and take the mantle of greatwarden, and he could take on all the weight of the responsibilities he had never wanted, and he would fail for an interminable lifetime. He would set poultices to wounds that would fester nonetheless, and he would keep watch over holdfasts that would fall to human torches in a few short decades, and he would train aspirants who would fail and die in their turn.

			Or he could set himself to salt and let it all be done. He had failed Maethys and Laeren and Tythrae; he had failed the hollows. But he could stay here and be an instrument of culling, as Ossifal had been. Weheol’s blades would save so many souls from ruin, and wouldn’t that be a service? Wouldn’t that be a selflessness? He would remain here in the dark and wait for those who could not resist the voice of Beastgrave, those who were weak. For a very long time, he would live here wrapped in his cloak of limbs, and he would slay so many hundreds of the ruin-urged: cultists and obsessed explorers, relic hunters and would-be wardens…

			It’s not for the good, Tythrae had said. It’s for you.

			Weheol tore at the clasp of the cloak, but the limbs held him in a corpse-tight grip. ‘No!’ he cried. ‘I refuse!’ 

			Fumbling in his belt, he found his foxmoss. The poultice was agony, at first, before it knitted flesh back together. He pressed the foxmoss against the skin of the living cloak, and it spasmed, loosened…

			Weheol wriggled out from under the thing on his back, wrenched his staff from Ossifal’s corpse, and plunged the spear-end into the cloak of limbs, again and again and again. The many-jointed arms slapped stone and writhed and finally were still. The dying echoed, but in the wake of the echoes there was a deep silence. Even the murmurs of Beastgrave were silent. 

			There was only the sound of rushing water. The underground river.

			Weheol’s breaths came heavy, and his heart raced. He was drenched in sweat and blood, dizzy with exhaustion, but he was certain that he could find his way out of Beastgrave. From the bank of the river, he would follow every step he had taken into the mountain with Maethys and Laeren – every winding turn, every handhold and narrow crawl. 

			The ruin-cloak had told him what would happen, and however monstrous the thing was, he did not think that it lied. He would find his way out. He would return to the hollows, and he would take the mantle of greatwarden, and he would fail over and over again, making a life out of failure.

			He began to walk again, feeling his way forward.
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			Prince Cycladaean was surrounded by the unfamiliar. But then, he had been for many years. Ever since he’d parted ways with his Motlynian kin, he had roamed the seas. But he was no mere nomad that had lost his way. His exile had been calculated. It served an agenda. Wherever he went, he sought to remind his kin of their potential. Of the realms they’d fled from. 

			Were the idoneth not sculpted by a god of light and illumination? Why should they hide in the depths, ashamed of their very nature, when there was so much to reclaim? 

			Some enclaves, the Ionrach, the Nautilar and the Briomdar to name a few, had already taken their first steps towards unifying the idoneth. Towards proving to their creator that, regardless of their flaws, they were worthy of his blessing. Even if these steps had been taken unwittingly, out of pragmatism rather than an effort to redeem themselves in the eyes of Teclis, they had served Cycladaean’s goal. There was, as such, no need for him to guide those enclaves when there were others that were less enlightened…

			And so he chose to seek the dismal, dark places where the idoneth clung to suspicion and cold pragmatism above all else. He could have gone to many places, for the majority of the enclaves were still mired in such ideology, but he had felt a calling to Ghur. To the Dhom-hain. 

			And so Rúndhar, the Dhom-hain city nestled deep in the darkness of the Black Trough, became Cycladaean’s home. 

			It was a dismal home, to be sure, for the Dhom-hain lacked much of the refinement of other enclaves. And that could be seen no more clearly than in the very structure of their royal court. The Maw Court, as it was aptly named, rested inside the skull of an ancient god-beast, long buried beneath aeons of siltfalls. Cycladaean moved past rows of colossal teeth that flanked the gloomy interior of the court, the buoyancy granted to him by the ethersea allowing him to drift between the sculpted coral forms growing across the chamber’s floor. The ethersea seemed cold and heavy, and though he had acclimated to the unsettling sensation, it served as a perpetual reminder that he did not belong. 

			But Rúndhar was full of such reminders. 

			In the dim ambiance, illuminated by clusters of glowing anemones and transient shoals of bioluminescent squid, he saw more akhelian enter the court. He couldn’t see their eyes in the gloom, but he could feel their cold stares. The mix of disdain, suspicion and predatory hostility served as an ever-present reminder that he was an outsider in a court that hated outsiders. But he showed no fear. If one cowered before a circling allopex, it would go for the throat, and the Dhom-hain were no different. They lived off the hunt. They lived for the hunt. And somewhere throughout their brutal history, they became the hunt. 

			Ignoring the glances, he took his customary place at the edge of the court, leaning back into one of the sculpted coral thrones, feeling its fanlike branches bend around him. His section of the court was meant for foreign envoys, and as such, he was alone. 

			As more akhelian filtered in, the presence of so many warriors bearing the colours of the Hunting Phalanxes gave Cycladaean a clear indication as to why the court had been summoned, though the presence of the Lasroch Host was certainly new. They were the Dhom-hain elite, the finest veterans of the Hunting, Raiding and Warden Phalanxes that the enclave could offer. If they had been called, then it was drawing nearer. 

			That, of course, presented an opportunity. If the Dhom-hain grew too desperate, then perhaps they would allow an outsider to join their sacred hunt, and in doing so, he could well earn their respect – a necessity if he was to have any success in swaying them to rejoin the assembrals. 

			But his musings were interrupted when three figures emerged from the gloomy tunnel disappearing into the throat of the god-beast. Even in shadow, they were as resplendent as any Dhom-hain akhelian could be, wielding serrated hunting glaives and clad in armour sculpted like organic waveforms, gleaming green in stark contrast to the dark mesh they wore beneath. At their head, King Akhamar, the royal consort and lord of the High Guard stood as the epitome of what it meant to be Dhom-hain. The gracefulness of his armour was offset by the tattered allopex-scale cloak hanging from his pauldrons, and the thin, spiny crown of fin bones jutting from his barbute helm like a crown of thorns.

			The king panned his gaze over the gathering crowd, and thudded the butt of his glaive onto the coral dais that extended from the throat of the court. ‘All silence for the high queen!’ he roared, before bowing his head and stepping aside. 

			The rest of the court made gestures of respect as High Queen Mheáve emerged from the inky darkness behind him. She had all the grace and poise of an ancient statue, rugged and scarred, but no less beautiful for it. Armoured in an ornately sculpted breastplate and a surcoat of glittering scales, her arms were bare, marked by claw-marks and fang-scars. Winding eel tattoos coiled down from her shoulders, and an open-faced barbute helm crowned by the dagger-fangs of a lampmouth adorned her regal visage. The cloak of kelp-fibre streamers hanging from her fin-like pauldrons resembled the tentacles of an ochtar as it billowed behind her. 

			‘Court of Rúndhar, voice of Dhom-hain, I call this assembly once more to address that which plagues us.’ Her voice was sonorous, and easily captured the attention of any in the court. Cycladaean recognised the power that radiated from her, and had long reckoned that she was a descendant three, perhaps four generations removed from the ancient cythai. He knew such things, because that power was in his blood too. 

			‘It has been six tides since Prince Maghadrym led his hunters after the beast. That he has not returned can mean only one thing…’ she continued, eliciting a chorus of whispers from the crowd.

			It was as Cycladaean had expected, then. 

			She waited for them to subside. ‘Further word from the dredger colonies speaks of the beast’s continued rampage. It goes unimpeded beyond the colonies of the Abyssal Rim. It draws nearer to the continental rise. To the Black Trough…’

			The whispers became more hushed, and more tense. The beast’s marauding trail of slaughter was bringing it steadily closer to their city, and while Cycladaean doubted the Dhom-hain were truly afraid, he imagined the mere existence of a beast that defied them so would at least upset them. And that would work to his advantage.

			The court grumbled, but soon enough, a scarred Lochian prince stood. He was a veteran hunter, given his heraldry. 

			‘Perhaps this is best suited for the Lasroch Host,’ he called. ‘If this beast knows the scent of idoneth blood, then it is only a matter of time before it decides to make a foray into the Black Trough. Rúndhar could be in danger.’

			‘Are you a coward, Prince Achúlainn?’ another prince, bearing the heraldry of the Lasroch Host, interjected. ‘Are you shying away from hunting a beast that your hunters have thus far failed to slay?’

			The scarred hunter turned to face his accuser, his features curled into an unsubtle snarl. ‘What I am saying is that if my hunters have been unable to fell this monster, then perhaps it is time we devote more resources to the problem. And yes, this insinuates I believe it to be beyond my phalanx’s capabilities. Better my humility and a dead beast than my pride and a living beast rampaging through the Bryozoan Groves!’

			The rebuke was sharper than it sounded, for Cycladaean knew that Prince Mhazaer, the accuser, held the fertile outer Bryozoan Groves as his personal demesne. 

			The back and forth continued, and Cycladaean took a deep breath, tasting the thick salt suffusing the ethersea. There might never be a better opportunity. He stood, and at first, only the high queen and Akhamar noticed. The arguing continued, and Cycladaean saw Akhamar whisper something into the high queen’s ear, no doubt attempting to dissuade her from listening to whatever the outsider had to say. But eventually she brushed him off, and waved her hand to silence the court. 

			‘My brethren,’ Cycladaean began, taking a diplomatic tone, even if he knew most in the court would loathe him using that word to address them. ‘It is clear this monster presents a significant threat to Rúndhar, and the rest of the enclave. The mere fact that it has not only evaded but also killed multiple hunting parties belonging to the enclave boasting the finest hunters in all the seas is testament to its threat. And that it has done so without a single survivor returning to report should only emphasise that now is not the time for division. Now is the time that differe–’

			‘The reason our hunters have failed…’ King Akhamar cut in, stepping forward to cast a withering glare at Cycladaean, ‘is that we have yet to send a party of our finest. Samarghainn led the first party, Cairweath the second, and now Maghadrym. All names of renown. But only one name per hunt. If we assemble a hunt comprising only our finest, then we can surely track down and slay this beast!’

			Cycladaean was certain he could best any of them in single combat, but that accounted for nothing when he hadn’t had the chance to prove himself. He gave an exasperated sigh as Achúlainn countered. 

			‘Or perhaps we will be risking our best, when this is truly a matter that requires a more heavy-handed approach. If our hunters have failed three times, perhaps now is the moment to unleash the full might of the phalanxes.’

			The master of the Lasroch Host muttered something, and stood. ‘Yes, I am loath to agree, but from what I’ve heard, this predator is confined to the seabed. We can strike it from above.’

			‘Or it will scurry away into one of the many crannies in which it can hide, only to return later once we’ve lowered our guard,’ another akhelian countered. ‘Or did you plan on devoting part of the Lasroch Host as a garrison to keep the beast cornered? We are not numberless. Think of what might slip our patrols, should too much of the phalanx be deployed.’

			Cycladaean took a deep breath and spoke again. ‘If you are concerned for the lives of your capable hunters, then send me. Surely there are many that would not shed a tear if I end up in the gullet of the beast.’ Such was the truth, unfortunately. Cycladaean would play to their hearts, even at his own expense. 

			‘That… is an affront to tradition,’ King Akhamar called, voicing his typical protest against any and every one of Cycladaean’s suggestions. ‘We are Dhom-hain, the honour of the hunt is–’

			‘Irrelevant.’ The high queen’s voice cut through the chatter, silencing them, and earning a glare from Akhamar that some might consider treasonous. ‘The outer reaches of Rúndhar are threatened, and a beast has slaughtered the namarti colonies along the abyssal rim. This is no longer a matter of honour. This is a matter of survival.’

			Cycladaean exchanged a barely perceptible nod with the high queen, one that would undoubtedly cause a stir if any of the other akhelian had sense enough to notice. High Queen Mheáve had been a traveller once too. During the few times they had managed to speak to one another, Cycladaean had found her to be almost… agreeable.

			‘If the outsider Prince Cycladaean wishes to accompany our hunt, then so it shall be, tradition be damned!’ she continued. 

			Cycladaean bowed low in genuine respect. ‘Then I humbly request to join the next hunt.’ He was starting to like the high queen. Perhaps he could make her see the light, and rejoin the assembrals. He only needed to prove his worth. 

			That was why he was here, of course. During his exile in Príom, he had done exactly that with the Ionrach, and he had learned that they needed allies in all of the realms. They sought to create a unified front against the threats of Primordial Chaos and the Soul Collector all at once. And as mighty as he was, High King Volturnos could not do so alone. And so Cycladaean had sworn allegiance to the Ionrach, and come to the Dhom-hain court as an envoy. Given that the Dhom-hain accepted no diplomats from other enclaves, Cycladaean had been forced to adopt an exile’s disguise… though there was truth in that as well. 

			Sitting back down, he let the ripples of dissension flow around him. While most opposed the high queen’s decision to allow him to join the hunt, some did not, and Cycladaean made mental note of those few. It was only when Akhamar spoke up again that Cycladaean’s attention snapped back to the matters at hand. 

			‘Then I will lead this expedition,’ he said. ‘It is only fitting that a matter sanctioned by the high queen is led by her hand.’

			While Cycladaean loathed the fact that he’d have to play subordinate to his greatest nemesis in the court, he gave Akhamar a cold smile, bowing ever so slightly. Akhamar or not, things were at last beginning to fall into place.

			After the assembly was adjourned, Cycladaean retreated to his private guest quarters in the Leviathanbane Ward, following a series of silty trenches between the ruddy-hued, overhanging table corals that made up Rúndhar’s akhelian estates. Schools of axehead ­lanternfish and glowsquid darted away from him as he weaved his way through the warren of jagged basalt, gnarled coral roots and fanlike bryozoans. Eventually, he reached his personal lodgings, an elegant, hollow coral spire, hanging from the ceiling of a larger cavern in the wall of the Black Trough.

			It was a meagre abode, but it served him well enough. He drifted through a gloomy series of chambers, devoid of much decor and lit by sparse clusters of bioluminescent anemones. The pallid light did little justice to the stunning kelp-fibre tapestries of Hyshite sunsets and Barricadian reefscapes that he had brought with him. 

			Upon his arrival, Aimheáre, his assigned namarti retainer, began the process of armouring him. Even if Cycladaean had shared accommodations with the namarti for several cycles, she’d spoken little. With practised grace she assembled his ornate armour, fastening its glassy platinum plates over his garish mesh of teal, crimson and white. While he might abide by the drab dress code of the Dhom-hain in court, during the hunt he would fly his true colours. 

			‘There is a possibility that I might not return,’ he mused, attempting to elicit a response. ‘Actually, I should say the chance is rather large. I fear I might have chosen a poor beast to gamble my capabilities on.’

			‘The beast…’ Aimheáre whispered, fastening one of his sleek, fin-like pauldrons to his shoulder. 

			‘Yes. That beast, I’m afraid.’ 

			‘It has killed many of us…’ 

			Cycladaean detected the hint of mourning in her monotone voice. Emotion was always difficult to read in the half-souled namarti, and while there were plenty that argued the namarti felt less than the higher castes, Cycladaean wasn’t so certain. 

			‘Well, then let us hope the fourth hunt shall yield success,’ he offered. ‘Because if it doesn’t, it will mean I am dead. And I’d prefer to delay that inevitability for as long as possible.’ 

			Aimheáre said nothing as she fastened his cloak to his pauldrons. It was a mesh of crimson and white kelp-fibre, bound with a lattice of spindle-quartz thread from Hysh. As she handed him his warhelm, a close-faced barbute bearing a lateral crest resembling the dorsal fin of a sail-fish, she finally spoke. 

			‘Then may the Ghost of Mathlann favour you.’

			Cycladaean smiled. It was a touching gesture from a namarti. He rose, resplendent in his panoply, and took his helm under the crook of his arm, moving into his personal quarters. A net hammock hung between two coral pillars, wrapped in blankets of dense kelp-weed. In typical Dhom-hain fashion, the skulls of fangmora eels decorated the tops of the pillars. But what he sought leaned on the weapon rack in the corner, casting its golden light around the chamber. 

			Reaching forth, he felt the heat of the weapon a heartbeat before he gripped it. It was a trident sculpted from living diamond, a relic rumoured to have been forged by the ancient cythai, and said to have received the blessing of the great illuminator, Teclis, himself.

			‘Pontumahár,’ Cycladaean addressed it. ‘It is time, once again.’ He held it aloft as he moved through the main chamber. That Aimheáre seemed to react in the same way any other idoneth would when confronted with its light always marvelled him. Could the namarti see it?

			‘Well,’ he said, partly to Aimheáre, partly to nobody in particular. ‘We have sought shelter in this place of shadows and gloom. Perhaps it is time to cast a light into our dark world…’ Saying nothing further, he strode out, setting off in the direction of the stables.

			At the end of a long trench, a massive warren of sculpted coral growth marked the akhelian stables. It delved deeper into the bedrock of the cliff-face to open into a network of vacuous interior chambers that housed the akhelian’s bond-beasts. Harpoon-armed namarti thralls patrolled the dark corridors, while embailors, dark robed and silver masked, worked within the black cells to repurpose the souls of new captured beasts. Cycladaean’s beast lurked in one of the more spacious cells. Opening the leviadon-shell doors, Cycladaean entered a sizeable natural cavern in the basalt and greeted the beast that had accompanied him into exile. 

			Ishcetus uncoiled its tentacles from an outcropping and descended into the main chamber to circle around Cycladaean, its form sinuous and lithe, its flesh scarred. Aquamarine and viridian scales shone a muted grey in the pallid anemone-light as it pushed its head towards Cycladaean. The deepmare’s horn had been broken off years ago, and so Cycladaean had fashioned it a skull-plate, befitted with a crest of four horns sculpted from hooked, serrated blades. 

			‘At long last, Ishcetus,’ he said. ‘We may ride again.’

			Exiting the labyrinthine structure, Cycladaean mounted, and stared up into the twilight, bathyal gloom of the sea above, feeling the primal power of the deepmare flow through him. ‘Ride, Ish­­cetus,’ he urged. After so long confined in the courts, he longed to feel the rushing currents of the ethersea.

			Ishcetus’ tentacles coiled, and propelled them both upwards into the open water. Gripping the reins with one hand and his glowing trident in the other, Cycladaean could not help but grin as the deepmare tore through the ethersea bubble surrounding Rúndhar. 

			At the city’s edge, the ledge dropped off into the inky abyssal darkness, and beyond Cycladaean could make out hints of the opposing wall of the Black Trough, leagues away. Motes of light hung suspended in the water column. From the lures of fanged anglerfish to the bale-lights of their larger, more monstrous lampmouth kin, the entire ocean was a dizzying tapestry of shifting, blinking false stars. Cycladaean saw the vast, netlike forms of siphonophores undulate in the deep currents, while the titanic shapes of distant ghyrwhales silhouetted the dim light filtering in from above. 

			Satisfied with his freedom, he slowly urged Ishcetus back down, to where a congregation of akhelian gathered before the fanged entrance of the Maw Court. A dozen fangmora riders were suspended not far above the city’s trench-avenues, while a pair of allopexes, each bearing a duo of akhelian huntresses circled, ever eager to be on the move. As Cycladaean joined them he was greeted by suspicious whispers and turned faces. 

			Eventually, King Akhamar emerged from one of the towers above, riding resplendent atop a deepmare of his own. His beast’s scales were drab brown and deep red, much like those of the fangmoras. Such beasts were clearly creatures of the lightless deep, where such colouration acted as perfect camouflage. 

			The hunters brandished their weapons in salute as the king pulled the reins of his deepmare, halting it just before ­Cycladaean’s mount. 

			‘I hope you enjoyed your gallivanting,’ Akhamar said dourly. ‘There will be no room for that once we begin the hunt.’

			‘I did enjoy my gallivanting.’ Cycladaean gave a cold smile. ‘I think you mistake those of the Barricadius Reef to be soft-skinned sponge-farmers. But know that we hunt krakigon and megallopex just as you do…’

			Akhamar snorted. ‘The beasts of Ghyran are but tame infants compared to those of our seas.’

			‘Says one who has never left Ghur,’ Cycladaean retorted. He knew full well there were some he could never make peace with.

			‘Careful, outsider,’ Akhamar hissed. ‘The high queen may have wished for you to join this hunt… but you have no friends among us. With a favourable current, perhaps you shall die down there in the darkness, and rid us of your meddling ways…’ 

			With that, the akhelian king spurred his deepmare and accel­erated up into the open water, calling his party to the hunt. Cycladaean wondered if Akhamar’s words were merely a morbid, idle hope, or a promised threat. 

			‘Wouldn’t that be convenient,’ he said to himself as he shrugged, squeezing Ishcetus’ flanks with his knees to follow the pack out into the gloom beyond the safety of Rúndhar.

			As they set off, they were joined by the massive form of a Ghurite leviadon, its knobby shell a dark, mottled grey, and its beaklike jaw befitted with bladed protrusions that almost resembled fangs. The bone howdah mounted atop its jagged, ridged shell bore a pair of akhelian hunters manning harpoon launchers, and a lone ma’harr at its prow, clutching the chains that would direct the beast. Standing at the stern of the howdah, another figure leaned on a staff headed by a searingly bright lantern that cast a halo of illumination for several hundred paces around the party. She was robed and cowled in black, and armoured in exaggerated, winglike pauldrons. The barely visible ethersea currents, resembling strands of disturbed water emanating around her, indicated her to be the expedition’s tidecaster. 

			After exiting the ethersea bubble surrounding Rúndhar, the hunting party descended the gradual decline of the ledge that contoured the Black Trough. The fangmora riders fanned out in a scouting shoal pattern, and all was silent, save for the periodic alarm bells sounded by the forward allopex riders, warning of potential dangers along their path. While most of these dangers involved easily avoidable benthic predators – like swarms of spindly carcinarians, and their solitary, more gargantuan cousins, the bulky, spike-shelled carcinclaws – the occasional pelagic predator gave Cycladaean at least a hint of the thrill he had been anticipating. Even so, it wasn’t enough to stir him completely. The wild allopexes, demikrakens and wolf-gnarcuda packs the band evaded were certainly larger, more brutish and outwardly more intimidating than the predators of his home-sea, but Cycladaean couldn’t help but notice a lack of subtlety. While the Ghurite predators he had seen thus far easily outmatched the predators of the Barricadius Reef in size and ferocity, the hunting beasts of the colourful and shallow reefs his enclave made their home in more than compensated for such inadequacies by hiding more subtle weaponry amidst their garish colours and lithe forms. Here, in the Black Trough, there were no ambush predators, or scheming mimic creatures that would feign the appearance of something more benign, only to lash out with envenomed spines. Here, danger was far more blatant, and Cycladaean wondered if the Dhom-hain would ever even acknowledge that any other danger could exist. 

			After an hour, the lights of a sizeable settlement came into view, and the hunting party passed what Cycladaean assumed was the Bryozoan Groves. Massive, shelflike table corals climbed up the cliffs, sporting latticed dwellings of twisting bone, and ­tangled forests of fanlike growths that Cycladaean assumed were the bryozoans the settlement took its name from. Groups of namarti moved amidst the groves, harvesting the flesh pieces from the ends of the frill-like growths, and Akhamar quickly questioned a local patrol of fangmora riders, though Cycladaean could not hear the exchange. Afterwards, the king did not deign to inform him if anything of value was learned.

			With Akhamar giving the signal to continue, the hunters set off again, eventually reaching the point where the shelf fell away entirely. As they approached the edge, Cycladaean almost balked at the black, seemingly endless void that waited beyond. The idoneth had long curbed their fear of the depths – that deep-seated dread felt when staring into the sea, unable to perceive what horrors might be contained within its seemingly endless gloom – but perhaps, for an idoneth used to the comparative shallows, a small sliver of that fear still remained. 

			The hulking shape of the leviadon drifted beneath Cycladaean, coming to a halt just below where he and Ishcetus were suspended in the darkness. 

			‘Afraid?’ the black-robed tidecaster called up from below. Her voice bore no taunt, curiously.

			Cycladaean shrugged, glancing down at the isharann, guiding Ishcetus to keep pace with the leviadon. ‘The echo of a long-forgotten fear, perhaps… I suppose I was more confused by its presence than I was vexed by its passing…’

			‘Philosophical,’ she muttered. ‘Even down here, in the darkness.’

			‘It is precisely in the dark that the light of clarity must shine.’ Cycladaean gave a thin smile, pleased to finally speak to someone. 

			‘The light of clarity,’ she scoffed. ‘You speak of cythai philosophies. You know that such light would have burnt us to ash had we not fled into the darkness?’

			‘Perhaps…’ Cycladaean admitted. ‘But we do not know if that was Teclis’ intent. Our ancestors fled because they saw the corruption within themselves, and feared Teclis would burn them away for it. Whether our creator truly desired that… none save he can know. But I choose to believe that if we prove we have fought to conquer our flaws, he will allow us to return to his light once again.’

			‘And what flaws must we conquer, oh exiled philosopher prince? I daresay the plague of the unsouled is well beyond our capacity to heal.’ Even if her words were phrased like a taunt, Cycladaean sensed she wished to hear his answer. The taunt was for her own sake, meant for the ears of any that might be eavesdropping. 

			He decided to humour her. ‘Perhaps that woe lies beyond our reach. But there are others that are well within our grasp to conquer and heal. Fear,’ he said with a certain finality. ‘We fled into isolation, both from the realms and from our own souls. We fear ourselves, and so we deprive ourselves of all impulse and life to focus on the eternal battle of mere survival. It is a defence mechanism, of course, and a pragmatic approach to that which vexes us. But what would our cythai ancestors think of the muted, dead things we have chosen to become?’

			The tidecaster did not immediately respond. ‘A deviant philosophy, to be sure. I wonder how many within the court share our high queen’s curiosity towards it? Towards you, outsider…’ Again, Cycladaean suspected she veiled her intent behind ­intonations of disapproval.

			He chuckled. The tidecaster’s words were true. While the high queen had at least entertained his pleas for her to rejoin the assembrals and reforge contact with the Ionrach, much of the rest of the court was opposed to the notion. There were old wounds between the Dhom-hain and Ionrach that would not easily heal. But he decided to play aloof. 

			‘Well, that would explain why most of the court stares daggers at me.’ 

			‘Those daggers might not always remain proverbial,’ she warned. She turned away and said no more. 

			Pulling at Ishcetus’ reins, Cycladaean slowed, drifting behind the leviadon as he pondered this new development. Glancing at Akhamar at the head of the hunting party, he watched the king converse with his morrsarr guard retainers. When one of them looked back towards him, it took considerable effort not to indulge in the paranoia that there was more to this hunt than he’d expected. 

			Cycladaean’s lips tightened. The Dhom-hain were so very unsubtle. Even so, whether he believed the tidecaster’s warning or not, he rode on, now aware that Akhamar’s animosity might extend beyond normal rivalry.

			As the hunters descended over the course of several hours, the light dimmed, fading from a barely perceptible twilight gloom to an impenetrable aphotic darkness. The knowledge that this was a place that had never known – and would never know – the mere concept of light made him queasy. The immensity of the darkness pushed at Cycladaean, and he saw the tidecaster locked deep in a trance, her sorcery keeping the ethersea bubble around the hunters intact, even against the immense pressure of the abyss.

			Deeper down, the silence became ever more oppressive, and the intermittent howls seemed to draw ever nearer. The party’s bond-beasts shuddered at the sound, their animal instincts shifting to fear each time the eerie call tore through the darkness. Passing another pair of smaller colonies, they continued following the chain of bells further out until eventually, the howls stopped and the remnants of a larger colony came into view, illuminated beneath the leviadon’s lantern. 

			Cycladaean shivered as the carnage wrought upon the settlement became apparent. The colony had been obliterated, its makeshift dwellings and brimstone chimneys torn asunder, as though smashed by the force of a pyroclastic flow. Piles of shattered debris were scattered around dozens of collapsed chimneys. The acrid, boiling fluid billowed up like smoke from the wreckage, sparse around the edges of the settlement, but denser to the point of being impossible to see through near the centre. It rippled eerily as it entered the invisible ethersea bubble surrounding the hunters. Within the pall, Cycladaean saw the vague shapes of three massive chimneys that had survived the carnage. 

			Most disturbing of all was the tattered remnants of organic refuse, the mangled pieces of corpses scattered about to make a macabre feast for wriggling masses of hagfish. 

			‘Blood of Mathlann…’ Akhamar growled from atop his deepmare, his hand gripped, white-knuckled, around the haft of his glaive. 

			‘What did this?’ another akhelian hissed. 

			As Cycladaean circled the settlement, he saw that it was built along the edge of another drop-off, where the seabed oozed over a ledge into an even deeper darkness. 

			‘Ighruín’s Bight,’ the tidecaster called. ‘The edge of the Halosheen Void, where it draws nearest to the Black Trough.’

			‘Morrsarr, dismount!’ Akhamar called. ‘Sift through this mess and see if you can find anything.’ 

			The allopexes continued to circle, keeping vigilant while Akhamar and a few of his akhelian remained mounted, surveying the ruin from above. 

			Seeking a better look, Cycladaean dismounted, taking hold of Ishcetus’ reins as he moved through the remnants of an old dwelling, scattering the swarms of hagfish that writhed across a dismembered namarti. Grimacing, he followed the trail of carnage, noting how the pale murk underfoot had been gouged by some manner of thrashing, clawed mass. Whatever this beast was, its tracks indicated that it moved by dragging itself along, rather than truly walking. Other akhelian discovered similar tracks, and fanned out to investigate, while Cycladaean moved towards the smoking mess of fissures and collapsed chimneys at the centre of the colony. 

			The tidecaster suddenly appeared alongside him. She’d dis­­mounted, leaving her beast and retinue drifting above. 

			‘Do your outsider eyes see clues ours do not?’ 

			‘I’m afraid not,’ Cycladaean admitted, gripping his trident firmly. ‘The waters I hail from do not run so deep… And the Motlyn­ians rarely venture deeper than they must.’

			The isharann followed him as he approached the mess of debris and billowing smoke. ‘Deep questors we may be, but there are places that even our hunters dare not go. We stake a fleeting claim along the edge of the abyss, but the vast expanses beyond our meagre foothold are as unexplored as they are to any enclave.’

			Cycladaean nodded in understanding. ‘There are places no light can ever illuminate… shrouded for all eternity from Hysh.’ 

			The pair of akhelian nearest to them were a few dozen paces ahead, prodding at the edge of the smoke. Cycladaean could overhear them arguing about where the beast might have gone, and decided to make use of their momentary seclusion. 

			‘I should point out that you have me at a disadvantage. You know who I am, but I know very little of you. I know not even your name.’

			Her features remained impassive, obscured beneath her cowl. ‘Call me Saranyss. Attendant of the high queen.’

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘And why would an attendant of the high queen seek to aid me?’ 

			Saranyss gave a thin smile. ‘Times are changing. The lone allopex is devoured by the krakigon, but a pack of allopex can tear the krakigon to pieces.’ She paused. ‘There are those in the court that agree with your sentiment. That you are the first outsider permitted to live among us in so long is an opportunity…’

			Cycladaean raised an eyebrow. 

			‘Few of our enclave leave our waters,’ she continued. ‘Fewer still leave Ghur. But I am one that has. I have travelled the whirlways. I have visited Príom and I too have learned the ways of the Ionrach.’

			Cycladaean nodded in understanding. ‘So it all aligns…’

			‘I might not share your sentiment about redemption… Teclis abandoned us, after all, and so we choose to remain godless. But perhaps your methods might yield more… pragmatic benefits. Reconnecting the enclaves has its merits.’

			Cycladaean was about to comment that he did not expect her, nor many other idoneth to agree with his deviant views, but his words trailed off as he noticed something amiss. 

			The scrabbling, thrashing tracks of the beast led into the colossal pile of smouldering debris. Ahead, the akhelian kept their distance from the giant, obscured smoke chimneys, steering clear of the boiling fumes as they continued their discussion. 

			Cycladaean narrowed his eyes as his heart began to beat faster. The tracks did not lead out of the debris.

			‘The currents…’ Saranyss said suddenly. ‘Something–’

			A ripple of water disturbed the smoke, and something writhed within the brimstone haze. Something massive. 

			Cycladaean realised the beast had never left the ruin.

			It was right in their midst, waiting for them.

			He cried out in alarm, just as a serpentine tentacle ending in a mandibled lamprey maw slithered out from the smoke and grasped one of the akhelian. The serrated fangs of its circular mouth latched onto the warrior even as the four bladed ­mandibles pierced through the gaps in his armour. Blood haloed around him for a brief instant as his scream gurgled into silence. 

			And then he was gone, wrenched back into the boiling haze just as another maw erupted from the roiling smoke to grab the second, retreating akhelian. Alarm calls went up, and harpoons scythed down into the smoke from above. But it was too late: the second akhelian vanished as swiftly and as brutally as the first. 

			Cycladaean was well on his way to mounting Ishcetus when a gigantic, serpentine shape emerged from the boiling smoke. Five heads, mandibled, jawless and eyeless, and a razor-pronged, finned tail extended from a slimy body befitted with raking claw-fins. Its hide was a mottled red, almost black in the wan light. Cycladaean had seen etchings of such a beast before, within the ancient, long-lost ruins that dotted the lower Barricadius Reef of his younger years. 

			‘Kharibdyss!’ he roared as the beast towered overhead, its size easily matching that of a krakigon. 

			Several of its heads howled, drowning out everything else. The beast lurched forward, its fins carving deep gouges into the tortured, fissured seabed, tearing up plumes of boiling black smoke that wreathed its form as it clawed forward. 

			He saw Saranyss below, dazed by the approaching horror. She had nowhere to run, and so he dipped down, fighting Ishcetus’ animal flight instinct to extend a hand to the tidecaster, which she eagerly took. Hoisting her up onto his saddle before him just as the deepmare made a hard vertical ascent, they narrowly avoided the thrashing, monstrous mass that barrelled towards them. 

			Rearing up onto a shattered chimney, the kharibdyss’ primary head lashed out. It was larger than the others, and sported a loose lower jaw that resembled a fanged tongue. Ishcetus dodged, and while the maw missed, one mandible raked a deep crimson gouge into the deepmare’s flank, narrowly missing Cycladaean’s leg. 

			Cycladaean had no angle to retaliate on his own, but Ishcetus responded in kind, lashing out with a taloned forelimb to carve deep slashes into the beast’s throat. Black blood gouted from the wound as the shrieking maw retreated. 

			Twisting Ishcetus around, Cycladaean thrust with savage force, the diamond prongs of Pontumahár piercing deep into the rubbery flesh of the kharibdyss’ neck. It responded with an ear-splitting, abyssal howl, erupting from all five of its heads. A dissonant ripple tore through the ethersea, loosing a visible shock wave that disrupted the silt and haze before striking Cycladaean with the force of a reef swell. It was testament to his riding prowess that he was able to stay mounted, while keeping a grip on both his trident and the dazed Saranyss, who nearly toppled from the saddle.

			His ears rang as Ishcetus propelled him upward, out of reach of the monster. In his daze, he saw Akhamar gesture towards the beast. A pair of barbed retarius nets whistled through the water from different angles, loosed by the allopex riders. As the nets struck home, the kharibdyss shrieked again, but Cycladaean could hardly hear it after the first howl. Looking down, he saw one of the fangmora riders, immobilised by the first debilitating sound. There was nothing he could do as the beast descended, its writhing maws ripping into eel and rider, vivisecting them both with revolting speed. 

			‘Saranyss!’ he called, shouting directly into her ear. Her cowl had fallen, and her dazed features quickly regained composure. There was a faint discolouration on her skin, the bruising of concussive force, and Cycladaean saw the same on his own arms. 

			He let go of her to retake Ishcetus’ reins. The deepmare, ordinarily a peerless apex predator, was little more than a frightened, isolated gnarcuda in the face of a charging megallopex. It wanted to flee, and Cycladaean fully understood. Every shred of rational thought pulled him away from the howling, writhing horror. But he grit his teeth, and forced his mount to comply with the irrational. For now, he was the hunter, and the beast was his prey. 

			As the last of his disorientation faded into the backdrop of his ringing ears, he felt the rush of battle upon him, lending him an almost feral focus as he pulled the reins to wheel Ishcetus around. Akhamar was shouting something as the beast slithered across the ruins, haloed by smoke and debris raked up by its claws. Thrashing as it was, the harpoon-gunners on the leviadon and the netters on the circling allopexes could not easily target it. And worse, the beast was making directly for the abyssal rim. Shots went wide, and it was impossible to tell if those that landed had inflicted any meaningful damage.

			They needed to fell it now. If it dropped off the rim, their descent would be slowed, as Saranyss would need to adjust her aetheric channelling to account for the increasing pressure. It would be able to escape and hide once more. For now, in the open as it was, the hunters had the advantage. 

			Seeing that the Dhom-hain had yet to rally and seize that advantage, Cycladaean raised his gleaming trident. ‘Strike now before it flees! We may not get a better chance!’ he called, though he could barely hear his own voice. 

			With the leviadon drifting near, Saranyss leaped off the saddle and drifted through the darkness towards her beast as Cycladaean lowered his trident and spurred Ishcetus into a charge. With a rush of speed, the deepmare lowered its horned skull-plate and dived straight towards the kharibdyss. 

			Somehow, the beast sensed his charge, eyeless though it was. Its heads reared back as it coiled to face him. 

			Him alone. The other akhelian had not joined him. They hovered above, waiting. It took Cycladaean a moment to realise their delay came neither from hesitation nor cowardice. Akhamar had held them back deliberately. They were waiting for Cycladaean to die. 

			Two heads lashed at him before he could retreat. Yanking the reins, he spiralled to the left, darting under the maw while thrusting up, his trident flashing with blinding speed. Golden light flared as it punched through the coiling neck of the first head. The other twisted close, lashing up at Ishcetus’ underside, but the deepmare’s tentacles wrapped around it, grappling with it to prevent its bladed mandibles from inflicting anything more than surface wounds. The first head coiled away with a shriek, and Cycladaean angled his trident down, thrusting again, punching two prongs clean through the beast’s lamprey mouth. 

			A third and fourth head surged in simultaneously, and Cycladaean spurred Ishcetus forward. The deepmare detached itself and hurtled towards the central mass of the monster. Cycladaean skewered the third head with a lightning-quick thrust while the bladed mandible of the fourth tore through his cloak and clanged off his breastplate with staggering force. Nearly knocked from his saddle, he twisted, bringing his trident up and over his mount to strike on the opposite side, landing another thrust into the fourth writhing maw.

			His heart thundered as his blood roared through his ringing ears. The thrill of battle was upon him, and he experienced that moment of perfect focus one could only feel when in a situation where one wrong movement would mean certain death. He thrust again towards the main body of the monster, stabbing into yet another mouth, bizarrely leering from the beast’s chest. 

			The larger, jawed head reared up, and Cycladaean instinctively pulled Ishcetus away. The deepmare’s tentacles were coiled around another maw, which ravenously thrashed up towards his mount’s underside. He thrust down as Ishcetus broke free, skewering the maw and forcing it away, giving himself room to manoeuvre. 

			He pulled the reins, giving another rearing head a savage thrust as Ishcetus propelled itself upward and away from the monster. The kharibdyss howled again, and while Cycladaean certainly felt the impact, its effects were lessened thanks to his retreat.

			Free from immediate danger, he locked his gaze onto that of King Akhamar, who stared back, a cold snarl curling across his features. Cycladaean returned the expression and spurred ­Ishcetus into another charge, directly towards Akhamar. 

			The king had left him to die. They’d had the perfect opportunity. Together, they could have ended the beast. But it would seem that King Akhamar had an ulterior agenda, just as Saranyss had warned. Cycladaean was not about to meekly ignore the obvious.

			As Cycladaean hurtled closer, the king and his retinue realised what was happening, and began to raise their weapons to receive the charge. Scores needed to be settled, and so Cycladaean angled his trident as Ishcetus propelled him through the ethersea towards his rival. He saw Akhamar’s eyes widen. Whether it was from fear, shock or anticipation, it did not matter. It was immeasurably satisfying. Cycladaean yanked the reins back, and Ishcetus’ finned tentacles splayed out, halting the charge but a few strokes from Akhamar. 

			He would not shed the blood of his fellow idoneth, not unless he had to. A false charge would be enough of a message. He would not bow meekly to the unsubtle games of the Dhom-hain. It was clear enough why Akhamar and his allies had not lent him their aid, and Cycladaean would leave no doubt that he would repay any further treachery with his own righteous retribution.

			False charge aside, there were things that needed to be said, and Cycladaean’s rage would be vented. ‘Scheming coward!’ he roared. ‘We had a chance to slay the beast, and you spoil it for your own petty schemes!’

			Akhamar snarled something back, but Cycladaean could not hear it over the thundering of his own heart. A pair of morrsarr guard approached, their crackling lances lowered in threat. Halos of biovoltaic energy sizzled around their undulating mounts. 

			Sound returned in a disorienting rush, and Cycladaean grit his teeth at the pain reverberating through his skull. He braced his trident, ready to meet the morrsarr guard should they dare attack him. 

			Akhamar raised his hand, his expression curled into a sneer visible through his visor. ‘Your charge against the beast was most inspiring, outsider. We simply did not wish to steal your glory…’ 

			‘Oh, I’m certain of that,’ Cycladaean spat, his face curled into a rictus as an icy flush of rage coursed through his veins. ‘I’m sure my glory was your chief concern, coward.’ Dimly, Cycladaean realised insulting the king in front of his retinue might not be the wisest idea, but at that moment, he did not care. He glanced back, taking his eyes from Akhamar and his guards for a moment to see the kharibdyss throw itself off the slope of the continental rise in an avalanche of dust and oozing debris. The allopexes broke off their pursuit, and darted back towards the rest of the hunters.

			Akhamar and his steed lurched forward in a threatening manner, but Cycladaean did not flinch. The king pointed with his glaive. 

			‘Insult me again, outsider, and I will cull your treasonous tongue by removing your head. I gave you an opportunity to prove your honour in battle against the beast alone. But you were the one who fled like a coward.’

			Cycladaean’s lips curled into a sneer as he let out a cold, caustic laugh. ‘Go on, king, try to take my head.’ He twisted his trident in his grip, and pointed it at Akhamar once more. At their proximity, Pontumahár’s prongs almost touched the serrated tip of the king’s glaive. 

			The morrsarr guard circled around, and a chorus of whispers went through the akhelian, but they hardly distracted Cycladaean. He knew enough of the Dhom-hain. If a duel was coming, they would not intervene. 

			The oncoming bulk of the leviadon, approaching from below, did cause him to pull back, however. Its speed was not aggressive, but it was more than enough for both deepmares to part and give it room. 

			‘Fools! All of you!’ Saranyss shouted from atop the leviadon’s howdah, now at the level of the rest of the hunters. She glanced between Cycladaean and Akhamar. ‘We fight for the safety of Rúndhar and you choose to turn this into a dispute!’ She rounded on the king. ‘Callous and cowardly! Issue a duel in court or send assassins in the night tides, but do not jeopardise the hunt you declared to be so sacred!’ 

			Cycladaean pulled Ishcetus further away. He didn’t know whether or not Saranyss had true authority over Akhamar, but he respected her open rebuke of the king nonetheless. He felt the rage slip away, funnelling into the black, cold void in which all unwanted emotion went to die. When Saranyss turned to Cycladaean, he gave her a nod of acquiescence, and retreated, already following the beast’s path of carnage to the continental shelf. He would be the one to set the example, to set aside their differences, and return to the hunt. Such would play into his endgame. 

			As the other hunters rallied and followed, the leviadon took up position in the fore of the hunting party. Cycladaean shared a glance with Saranyss. He’d only sought to put the fright of his retribution into Akhamar. That much seemed to have worked, at least. Perhaps now, the Dhom-hain would be more wary of him. 

			When Akhamar gave the order to begin the descent and pursue the beast deep into the Halosheen Void, Cycladaean waited, ensuring that the other hunters were well ahead of him before doing the same. Beast or no beast, he would not show his back to an enemy again. And now, it seemed, he was surrounded by enemies.

			The tracks of the beast scrambled down the oozing slope of the aeons-buried caldera that was the Halosheen Void. The descent was steep, and Cycladaean wondered how the kharibdyss had managed to drag itself up the slopes before. 

			With the party’s descent slowed by Saranyss’ intense efforts to keep the unbearable pressure of the hadal depths at bay, Cycladaean took the time to lean forward and inspect Ishcetus’ wounds. The deepmare’s movements were ever so slightly slowed by the slashes it had taken, but he knew the beast would not allow itself to be hindered by such minor injuries when the hunt was on once more. 

			Eventually, the slope flattened into a wide, alien landscape of smoking fissures and overgrown thickets of giant crimson-blooming tubeworms. Boulder-like, slimy stromatolite mounds grew along the edges of glimmering brine pools that eerily resembled the glassy surfaces of the ponds and lakes Cycladaean had seen during the surface raids he’d joined. The ethersea became warmer, and the volcanic fissures became more commonplace as the kharibdyss’ tracks led towards some form of mountain looming in the distance, obscured by the hadal murk.

			‘The beast must have its lair in a cavern somewhere within that mountain,’ one of the akhelian called. 

			But the mountain was not, in fact, a mountain. During Cycladaean’s first foray into the seas of Ghur, he had trodden the warmer Atleus Ocean, and visited the court of the Nautilar. The ‘mountain’ before them bore a close resemblance to the gargantuan being upon which the Nautilar enclave had built its capital. This one was much smaller, but the resemblance was enough for Cycladaean to realise it was the same type of creature. 

			It was a scaphodon, and by the looks of it, it was aeons dead.

			Cycladaean’s jaw tightened as the ossified husk of the immense, many-limbed isopod came into clearer view. The shell of the beast was half a league long, and almost a quarter-league high. The massive bony segments of its dorsal armour were overgrown with a forest of spindly, pale bryozoans, while dozens of massive crusta­ceanoid limbs, each as thick as a leviadon, jutted from its side. Beneath the flanged protrusions of its upper armour, gargantuan gill-vents were overgrown by drooping, bioluminescent marine lichen. 

			The rear section of the scaphodon husk had sunk into a network of fissures, putting one of the gill-holes at the relative level of the seabed. The beast’s tracks led inside, into what was undoubtedly a claustrophobic warren that would favour the kharibdyss, rather than the hunters. 

			Cycladaean shot a caustic glare at Akhamar. ‘I trust your plan to allow the beast to escape to more favourable ground was deliberate?’

			‘Silence, you conniving parasite!’ Akhamar hissed. ‘Your words of division have cut deep enough, even out here! If you speak again, I will sever your head, if only to silence your lies!’

			‘I’ll give you one swing, before I obliterate your soul with the light of Teclis’ judgement,’ Cycladaean replied, a cold smile twisting his lips. He raised his trident as his grip on Ishcetus’ reins tightened. Pontumahár glowed with savage intensity. ‘In all the courts I have visited, I have never encountered an akhelian as stubborn and regressive as you. Would you wish your people to degenerate into the very beasts we hunt? Into little more than predator or prey? Has Ghur twisted you so?’ 

			The morrsarr guard shifted their position at the insult, curling around Cycladaean’s flanks. Cycladaean smirked, seeing the eyes of the fangmora riders around him. They had once looked upon him with arrogant disdain. The dismissal of a weakling outsider, hiding behind extravagant colours, too soft to ever match one of the Dhom-hain. But now he saw hesitation in their eyes. They saw an outsider that had fought alone against an unknown terror of the deeps. They saw an outsider who openly defied their king, who stood alone against the shoals of foes surrounding him, unblinking and unafraid.

			The intensity in their eyes, swallowing their hesitation, told him enough of what was coming. They were going to try and kill him. Saranyss’ warning had not been an unlikely scenario. He did not know whether she knew, or merely suspected, but it was enough. He could see it. The other hunters had instructions to slay him at King Akhamar’s command. The predatory glances he’d received should have warned him prior, but Cycladaean had refused to believe that the Dhom-hain would stoop so low. Even after they’d left him to die against the kharibdyss, he had refused to accept such a possibility. But now he could see their anticipation. Confrontation was coming. And they were afraid of it. 

			Cycladaean did not let his revelation show. He would play the fool, and ensure that these unsubtle assassins would not gain the advantage they thought they had. Instead, he gestured with his trident towards the half-buried gill-vent the beast had slithered into. He took a diplomatic tone. 

			‘Or we can finish what we set out to do, and settle our differences later…’

			Akhamar stared at him, unblinking hate burning in his gaze, but he said nothing. He spurred his deepmare forward into the gaping tunnel in the scaphodon’s porous exoskeleton, leading the hunting party deep into the gloom of the long-dead behemoth’s innards. 

			Cycladaean followed just as soon as the other hunters entered, smiling to himself. He would not let them strike at him first. 

			Inside, the same bioluminescent lichen illuminated the petrified tunnels, while giant, gaunt anemones reached out for them with slimy, translucent tentacles. The tunnels were wide enough for most of the bond-beasts, but there was no way for the leviadon to fit. As such, Saranyss and her beast remained outside, where she could channel the ethersea into the scaphodon husk. 

			Moving through the labyrinthine warren, they emerged into a massive hollow cavern. Ribbed and vast, it was several hundred strokes across, at least, and blooms of pale bryozoans grew like fanned branches from almost every surface, while veritable drapes of lichen hung like tentacles from the ceilings and walls. Eviscerated pieces of all manner of benthic creatures littered the glassy brine pools dominating most of the chamber’s floor, eerily preserved alongside the desiccated remains of countless smaller crustaceans and fish. Dozens of tunnels branched away in every direction, and Cycladaean realised that the kharibdyss could be hidden within any of them. 

			‘Fan out, seeker shoal!’ Akhamar commanded. 

			In response, the morrsarr guard split into small groups, channelling their mounts’ biovoltaic energy into crackling electrical fields that would allow them to flush any hiding creatures out from whatever cover they might find. The allopexes joined the search, relying on their acute sense of smell, and the keen eyes of the huntresses riding them. 

			Cycladaean panned his gaze across the cavern, directing ­Ishcetus as close to the ceiling as he could. He glared at Akhamar. Now they had to hunt the kharibdyss in its own territory. Every brine pool, every tunnel and every clump of overgrown mess could contain the beast. Nowhere was safe. Cycladaean was not about to risk his own life to sniff out the beast, for he was certain that when the ambush came, it would be the death of whomever was nearest to it. He’d let someone else be the live bait. 

			But his thoughts were cut short, for the ambush came sooner than any had expected.

			The kharibdyss erupted from one of the lightless, brine-flooded tunnels directly beneath one of the allopexes, voraciously tearing into its prey with all five of its maws. One of the mounted huntresses loosed a single retarius net into its midsection prior to being skewered in the throat by a descending mandible. The allopex thrashed, sinking its dagger-like teeth into one of the serpentine necks, tearing a gaping wound in it before being eviscerated by the other maws.

			Akhamar, the next nearest to it, drew his deepmare away from the monster as clouds of brine and crimson haloed around its thrashing form. 

			‘Dhom-hain!’ the king roared, raising his glaive. ‘Carcinclaw formation!’ 

			It was all the cue the hunters needed. 

			The gunner on the remaining allopex loosed a harpoon, the missile piercing deep into the beast’s rubbery flank and eliciting another shriek as a trio of morrsarr guard rushed in, their hooked spears crackling with biovoltaic energy as they drew the beast’s attention. Two other groups of fangmora riders darted in from the flanks while Akhamar followed the first group into the charge. 

			Cycladaean did the same, but arced wide, following one of the flanking parties. Even with the threat of the beast present, he would not show his back to the other hunters. 

			The first trio of morrsarr guard darted in. Two of the riders deftly evaded the thrashing heads to deliver keening strikes with their biovoltaically charged spears, sending the beast reeling away, its wounds sizzling. The third rider was engulfed, mount and all, by the primary head, which had already consumed much of the allopex and one of the huntresses.

			As the survivors of the first group of morrsarr coiled away, deftly avoiding their flanking compatriots, the beast howled again. The ear-splitting roar tore through the ethersea, crippling the fang­moras and sending Akhamar’s deepmare staggering back. Cycladaean had kept his distance this time, recognising the telltale signs of the imminent howl before it happened. The kharibdyss tore into one of the flanking groups of morrsarr guard, eviscerating all three of them in a matter of moments. 

			As the roiling mess of debris, blood and brine shrouded the beast once more, Cycladaean cursed, realising that their advantage might again be lost. Rushing in alongside Akhamar, he pierced its halo, and caught a glimpse of its rapidly closing wounds before putting the full force of his momentum into a singular thrust, impaling Pontumahár’s prongs deep into the gullet of one of the beast’s heads. Ishcetus’ tentacles coiled around another head to immobilise it as Cycladaean twisted in his saddle and thrust again, spearing another head while Akhamar’s glaive scythed through another throat. 

			Blinded by a fountain of black blood, Cycladaean barely registered another akhelian darting in, his crackling lance skewering the beast in the flank only moments before the monster’s pronged tail lashed out in retaliation, impaling the rider and his eel. 

			The kharibdyss staggered back, three of its heads lolling uselessly as it thrashed away, howling in what sounded like pain. While the noise was less debilitating, Ishcetus recoiled nonetheless, narrowly avoiding another swipe of the kharibdyss’ spiked tail. Akhamar’s steed, similarly stunned, was not so lucky, and three of the tail spines pierced its flanks, knocking it and Akhamar away. The king sagged in his saddle, clearly dazed. 

			Cycladaean wasted no time. The beast was wounded, and it was dragging itself into one of the brine-filled tunnels where they could not follow. If it escaped now, it might regenerate, and Cycladaean did not want to know if it could regain control of its crippled heads. He knew it had to have a weakness, and he realised that such would either be its larger head, or its centre of mass. He could only guess. 

			Wheeling Ishcetus into another charge, he flipped the grip on his trident, holding it over his shoulder as his deepmare propelled him above the beast. Pontumahár gleamed like a falling star as he thrust it down, sinking its prongs deep into the primary head. 

			Ishcetus’ momentum, and Cycladaean’s iron grip on his weapon, wrenched it free in a gout of black blood, which misted through the roiling ethersea around the kharibdyss. It slumped, staggering back. Cycladaean felt a surge of satisfaction pump through him as the beast shuddered. It was dying. He had struck the killing blow. It reared, and slid into one of the brine-flooded tunnels, its last thrashes throwing up a cloudy murk into the ethersea around them. 

			And then, after a few moments of silence, it lurched deeper into the inky darkness, unleashing another ear-splitting howl from its remaining head. 

			‘Blood of Mathlann,’ Cycladaean cursed, wheeling Ishcetus around to survey the scene. ‘Will you not just die?!’ 

			Blood, brine, debris and mutilated pieces of flesh swirled about the cavern in the beast’s wake. Only five morrsarr guard and a lone allopex remained, outside of himself and Akhamar. As the king recovered, pulling his wounded deepmare out of the bryo­zoans, Cycladaean narrowed his eyes. Akhamar had pulled away from the carnage, and clutched his side. Both he and his mount were wounded. The other hunters would be too far away to help. 

			Cycladaean tightened his grip on his trident. He glanced around. The hunters were few. But they were still too many. He would need help to even the odds.

			‘Not yet,’ he whispered to himself, and loosened his grip. He turned to the hunters. ‘We must ride the beast down, while it is wounded!’ 

			They formed up, with Akhamar and his wounded deepmare drifting to the centre of the formation as they moved into the tunnel. This time, Cycladaean would lead, even if it meant showing his back to his enemies. 

			With the ethersea unable to provide its benefit in the briny tunnel the kharibdyss fled through, he would need to find an alternative route. Glancing around, he settled on another side passage. ‘This way,’ he called. 

			Miraculously, the others followed. The morrsarr guard surrounded their wounded king, while the allopex kept pace right behind Cycladaean. He assumed his fellows would be more than content to let him lead the way, and trigger any ambush that was coming. But this time, Cycladaean would be ready. The kharibdyss was quick, but now it was wounded. He whispered a silent prayer to Teclis that Ishcetus would be quicker. 

			Descending, he kept close to the floor of the passage, skimming over the brine-flooded tunnels and glistening clumps of matted lichens.

			This time, he would be the bait. 

			Passing through another, smaller chamber, he glanced behind him to see the remnants of the hunting party keeping pace. Akhamar’s deepmare trailed blood, and listed to the side. 

			Cycladaean led them through a further twisting tunnel to reach a wide, flattened chamber, his eyes panning about for any sign of their quarry. The ceiling was low, and the entire section was overgrown with lichens and a criss-cross of bryozoan branches. The passage doubled back, and intersected with several of the briny, lower tunnels. His pursuit had been slow, thanks to the king’s wounded mount. The beast would have had ample time to conceal itself once more. 

			And then he saw it. A disturbed trail of debris leading from the mouth of a tunnel into another, larger brine pool. 

			‘There you are,’ he hissed as he guided Ishcetus low. He allowed the deepmare’s trailing tentacles to skim the pool. ‘Now, come out, it’s feasting time!’ he roared, pulling the deepmare up at the last possible moment as the kharibdyss, unable to resist its predatory instincts, erupted from the pool directly in front of the allopex. 

			The riders managed a scream, but stood no chance as the monster’s three functional heads tore into them with savage fury, ripping them and their mount to pieces in moments. Wheeling Ishcetus around, Cycladaean pulled his deepmare into a roll just in time to dodge a savage swipe of the beast’s spiked tail. 

			The three morrsarr guard riding ahead of their king had only barely managed to halt their momentum when Cycladaean saw the beast rear, its writhing mass half obscured in the halo of debris and blood. It emitted its abyssal howl just as Cycladaean pulled Ishcetus back, his deepmare able to halt and redirect its momentum with ease, thus allowing it to escape what the fangmora riders could not. 

			Staggered for a single, fatal moment, the three morrsarr guard met the same fate as their allopex vanguard as the beast descended, shredding them with mandible and lamprey maw. 

			Cycladaean shook his head, disgust flooding through him. He felt a moment of doubt. He had led these akhelian to their doom. He had deliberately triggered the kharibdyss’ ambush, knowing full well that other idoneth would die because of it. 

			It was a most unpleasant sensation, being the traitor.

			But Cycladaean quashed the unwanted emotion, casting it into the thoughtless void where all such misgivings went to die. They would have inevitably betrayed him had he not done so first. If a few idoneth had to perish for him to accomplish his goals, then so be it. The scope of his plans was greater than the petty lives of a few regressive akhelian who would have never seen the light anyway. The Dhom-hain had to rejoin the fold, for the good of all idoneth. These akhelian were but a small, unfortunate sacrifice to pay. 

			He returned his attention to the carnage. The debris grew denser in the narrow tunnel as the beast thrashed forward, dragging itself across the bony substrate towards Akhamar and the pair of morrsarr guard that flanked him. They were the only ones left. Cycladaean’s lips curled into a grim smile as he caught Akhamar’s gaze a moment before the king was obscured by the cloud. The king’s eyes glared at him, the revelation at Cycladaean’s treachery evident in the murderous malice shining within them. The king’s lips mouthed the word ‘traitor’, even if Cycladaean’s ringing ears could not hear it. 

			He didn’t see what happened next, but the flashes of biovoltaic energy in the debris cloud told him enough. The fangmoras had charged in to protect their king, and had scored hits. Cycladaean wished them due fortune in their endeavour, hoping they would inflict as much damage as they could before they undoubtedly perished. 

			But then Akhamar and his deepmare burst through the thrashing carnage, barrelling directly towards Cycladaean. The king had charged through the beast to get at him. 

			Cycladaean lowered his trident to receive the charge, gritting his teeth in anticipation at finally having the chance to silence the rival that had vexed him so, even if he knew the final confrontation would be disappointing. Even had Akhamar and his beast not been wounded, Cycladaean doubted the fight would have been a fair one. 

			But the king’s last charge never even reached Cycladaean. 

			The kharibdyss’ spiked tail lashed up, impaling Akhamar’s deepmare through the underside. One spine pierced up through its jaw, deep into its skull. It died instantly, and Akhamar sailed off, tumbling through the ethersea to crash through several bryozoans and splash into a brine pool only a few strokes in front of Ishcetus.

			Cycladaean shook his head. Both of his enemies were in one neat path. It would be an efficient set of kills. Perhaps his finest, had his foes not already been so grievously wounded. 

			He spurred Ishcetus into a charge. 

			As Akhamar recovered, standing, he scrambled for his glaive, only to be rammed by the bladed horns of Ishcetus’ skull-plate, mid-charge. His armour buckled and cracked as he was tossed aside with bone-shattering force. 

			As the kharibdyss wheeled around, rearing up to emit its howl, Cycladaean hurled Pontumahár directly at the central maw jutting from its misshapen torso. The prongs glinted with soul-searing radiance, and embedded themselves deep into the monster’s rubbery flesh. 

			It did howl, but the noise was weak. A sputtering fire on a beach, drowned by a rogue wave. Cycladaean pulled his deepmare up as it thrashed wildly, its heads flailing about madly as it clawed its way forward. It ground its bulk across the rocks, forcing the trident further into its chest. 

			And then it collapsed, and all was silent. Nothing moved.

			Cycladaean breathed a sigh of relief, his heart thundering in his ringing ears. He drifted down cautiously, patting Ishcetus on the neck. ‘The light blesses,’ he murmured. After a moment, when he was certain the beast wasn’t going to jolt to life once more, he let out a laugh, the euphoria of victory flooding through his veins. 

			As he circled his kill amidst the halo of wreckage, he saw his glowing trident, embedded deep, but visible. He’d worried for a moment about how the beast had collapsed, and whether he’d ever dig his weapon free from its carcass, but it seemed then that luck had favoured him. He dismounted, and reclaimed Pontumahár, shaking it free of the sticky black ichor.

			Ishcetus growled, causing him to turn. 

			Akhamar was still alive. He was crawling towards where his glaive had sunk into another briny pool. Cycladaean drifted over, skipping across the ribbed bone below to land right behind the king, his trident angled down.

			The king turned and gasped something. He’d have many broken ribs, and might well be crippled for life. There was a chance he’d recover, though, and Cycladaean firmly believed that a turned rival could make for the strongest and most faithful ally. 

			He thrust Pontumahár into Akhamar’s throat. 

			The king gurgled as golden light blossomed in his eyes, a moment before they smouldered, scorched black by his immolating soul. 

			Cycladaean wrenched his trident free. Some enemies could not be turned. And Akhamar was certainly among them. He grimaced, and shook his head. Skewering his broken rival had not been his finest moment, but the kill was necessary. Akhamar’s fate had been written the moment he’d revealed his intent to let Cycladaean die. 

			Gripping Ishcetus’ reins, he remounted, and began the labor­ious trek out of the scaphodon carcass, back into the open sea. 

			He found Saranyss waiting atop her hulking leviadon. Her features displayed surprise, a most uncharacteristic expression to an idoneth, though Cycladaean could understand it fully. He had returned alone. 

			‘The beast,’ he said, taking a deep breath, ‘is dead.’

			The tidecaster blinked, and then nodded. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘And the others?’

			Cycladaean’s mouth curled into a disappointed grimace. ‘Dead as well, I’m afraid. King Akhamar fought bravely, as did his hunters. They almost succeeded in felling their prey, but their quarry proved too fearsome for them.’

			Saranyss gave a slow nod. It was enough to indicate that she understood his meaning. ‘Then you killed the beast alone?’ she asked. 

			Cycladaean managed a half-smile, and held Pontumahár aloft. Its light burned brighter than ever. ‘By the grace of the Light, I did. Your people can rest easy now.’

			Saranyss bowed her head. ‘By the grace of the Light indeed. I’m sure the high queen will offer a great reward for your service.’

			Cycladaean nodded, spurring Ishcetus away from the scaphodon husk, and back the way they’d come. The leviadon turned, and kept pace. After a few moments, he spoke again. 

			‘Then I shall ask the high queen what I’ve asked of every other enclave I have visited.’

			The tidecaster looked at him expectantly. 

			‘I will urge her to send envoys to the assembrals in Príom. The time for seclusion and fear is coming to an end. It is time to unite our people once more.’

			Saranyss tilted her head. ‘I’m not sure much of the court will approve of that. And I doubt she’ll find many envoys willing to volunteer for such a journey.’

			‘If she honours my boon, the court will do as she says, will they not? She is the high queen.’

			The tidecaster nodded. 

			Cycladaean gave Saranyss a sidelong glance. ‘And I can think of at least one particularly open-minded isharann within your court that might be willing to make such a journey.’ 

			She nodded again, a half-smile on her lips. 

			Cycladaean bowed his head. ‘Then I believe this hunt was a success. A rather pyrrhic victory, no doubt, but a victory nonetheless. A predator slain… and a door opened. I believe it will soon be time for the Dhom-hain to return to the fold.’

			The tidecaster sighed. ‘Oh, I doubt that will happen anytime soon. But perhaps your boon will be the first step.’

			‘The first step? No. The first steps have already been taken. But another… another step towards unity,’ Cycladaean whispered, lowering his voice so that only he could hear. His next words were a promise. Not to himself, but to all of his people. 

			‘Another step towards shedding our fear and returning to the Light that made us.’ 
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			‘Murder.’

			Maleneth Witchblade slid the whetstone along her dagger, making a point of not looking up. She’d noticed the woman enter the tavern, wrapped in fine clothes and gaudy jewellery, with five guards surrounding her like wolfhounds. This woman wanted to be seen, and heard. She’d stopped in front of Maleneth and waited for every other soul in the Broken Beam to fall silent, watching, before she dropped that one word. 

			It was a lovely, dramatic opening, spoiled only by the resounding belch that came from the other side of the room, where Gotrek Gurnisson had just finished another beer. Maleneth finally raised her eyes in time to see the lady’s mouth tighten at the sound, and wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or throw her knife at her crude companion. Instead, she did what she usually did, and ignored him.

			‘Is that a personal request?’ Maleneth spoke softly, but in the tavern’s hush the words carried. The guards slapped their hands to the hilts of their swords. Maleneth spun her dagger through her fingers, the dim lights of the tavern dancing along the steel’s razor edge. Would any one of them even notice her blade tearing through their throat before they were all bleeding out on the tavern’s filthy floor? Trapped too long in this place, she itched to find out.

			‘Two Lords of Losten,’ the woman said, ignoring her guards and the dancing blade in Maleneth’s hand. ‘Cut down in the last two nights. How long have you been in our city?’ 

			The woman paused to look Maleneth up and down, taking in her dark leather armour, the hilts of the dozen daggers strapped to her. 

			‘Assassin?’

			‘Long enough.’ The dagger stopped in Maleneth’s hand. She’d no idea who this woman was, or who these dead lords were. Barely recognised Losten as the name of this rude collection of broken buildings that could hardly be called a city. But she didn’t care. Maleneth was bored and frustrated, and if she picked this fight… maybe they’d get kicked out of this damned place.

			‘It wasn’t her.’ The deep voice rolled across the room. 

			The woman shifted to stare across the tavern to the duardin who spoke. He was a hideous lump of tattoos and scar tissue, a mass of muscle and malice and hair. There was a metal rune embedded in his chest, shining, and Gotrek’s eyes caught that light and burned like coals. 

			‘She’s been here. With me.’

			The cool poise of Maleneth’s disdain cracked, and she glared at Gotrek. When did he ever try to stop a fight? But he met her eyes, his lips twisting into a self-satisfied smirk, and she wanted to add to the collection of scars that marked his thick hide. The Slayer had a low cunning which kept catching Maleneth by surprise. He knew she was hoping to get them run out of here, and was thwarting it. 

			Because there was beer.

			Maleneth looked away from him, and the woman did the same. Gotrek’s elemental brutality obviously discomforted her, and she clearly preferred the polished, deadly grace of Maleneth’s menace. Without exchanging a word, they both decided to pretend Gotrek didn’t exist.

			‘I’ve killed no lords. Lately.’ Maleneth slipped her dagger back into its sheath. ‘And if I’d done so here, you would have never found me, which I think you know.’

			‘What I know is that someone is stalking the lords of this city. If that’s not you…’ The lady frowned. ‘Someone else is playing a vicious and foolish game.’

			‘So what do you want?’

			‘Not to die.’ The lady pulled back the heavy cape she wore, ward against the chill fog that hung over this place. A heavy necklace hung beneath, a gold chain holding a gleaming green stone. ‘I am Talm, a Lord of Losten, and I am being hunted in my own city – I suspect by someone who refuses to leave the past properly dead and buried. Keep his blade away from me and I’ll see you well rewarded.’

			‘Protection is not what I’m trained for.’

			‘Then kill him before he kills me!’ Talm snapped, and in her anger Maleneth could hear her fear. ‘I’ll pay you even more for this false Shadow Lord’s life!’ 

			Maleneth stared at her, considering. The tavern was still quiet, everyone else listening in, until Gotrek bellowed, ‘Another beer! Another!’ Everyone except Maleneth jumped. She just heaved a silent sigh.

			‘I’ll consider it,’ she said, after the echoes of Gotrek’s shout had faded. 

			Shadow Lord. Maleneth had no idea what Talm meant by that, but finding out sounded more interesting than staying here. 

			Losten was dark – not that any place in Ulgu was ever really light. But this city held its shadows close beneath a blanket of dark fog and was somewhat hidden from the forces of Chaos and death that ravaged the realms. 

			Maleneth stood outside the tavern, quiet in the gloom that was broken only by the lanterns hanging beside the Broken Beam’s door. Around her the crumbling, grey-stoned buildings answered with their own silence. Losten may have been sheltered by fog and darkness, but the city was still dying slowly, choking on its own shadows.

			‘The Shadow Lords… they’re dead, Lady Witchblade.’ The man who owned the Broken Beam stood behind her, wrapped in misery. ‘Dead and gone. That’s all I can say about them. All I dare say.’ 

			Through the door of the tavern behind him came a bellow. ‘Another!’

			The tavern keeper winced. ‘He’s still drinking. Still. He never sleeps. He never stops. He’ll ruin me!’

			‘Do you think he cares?’ Maleneth asked coldly. ‘Do you think I care?’ The man shook his head, the desperation in his eyes turning to hopelessness. ‘You did this to yourself. Now go get him his drink.’

			Maleneth stalked away, leaving the man to his fate. To Gotrek. He’d brought this doom upon himself, running that rigged contest. Defeat the Broken Beam’s champion at arm wrestling, and win all the beer you can drink! The champion had been an ogor, enchanted to look like a scrawny peasant. A way for the tavern keeper to cheat more valuables from the abandoned souls trapped in this city. Until Gotrek came.

			The duardin was only half the height of an ogor, but he was almost as wide, and with the promise of free beer he’d almost torn that monster’s arm off. Then he’d settled in and started drinking, slow and steady, slower than Maleneth had ever seen him drink before. It’d taken her a bit to realise what he was doing. Stretching the beer out, going slow, so that his monstrous constitution would keep him from passing out. Gotrek had decided to drain this place, to spite the cheat who owned it… and because he wanted all the beer. 

			He was welcome to it all, beer and spite, Maleneth didn’t care. Except now she was trapped here with him, waiting for him to finish.

			Maleneth walked over the rough cobblestones, swift and silent, another shadow between slumped buildings, until the street ended and she could see the ones she stalked. Talm and her guards were walking across the wide square that the street opened into, surrounded by the murky nimbus of dim light cast by the lantern they carried. 

			The square was otherwise empty. Beside Maleneth were buildings that might have been inns, regal facades of stone now rough with black moss, the windows dark as dead eyes. The right side of the square held a great pile of arches, towers and tall, narrow buildings linked into each other at odd angles, like broken teeth shoved up from the ground. They’d been told that was the Lords’ Palace when they’d first come here, the place where the rulers of Losten met. For such a noble name and purpose, the place looked almost abandoned, half the towers slumped into ruin, many of the once graceful arches cracked or broken. Light only burned in a few scattered windows.

			On the left side of the square was a lone building ringed by a park of dead grass and skeletal trees. Not as large as the palace, but of a similar style, tall and narrow, it was the only building in Losten that didn’t seem half-falling-down. The Aethaneaum, the reason Gotrek had dragged her to this benighted city. A place where information could be bought, and the Slayer had wanted information. Killing gods was not as easy as Gotrek had hoped.

			Insane. Gotrek was insane, and Maleneth had tied her fate to his. Daughter of Khaine, sworn servant of the god of murder, an assassin who’d joined with the Order of Azyr after killing her mistress, whose poisoned blades had committed the slaying sacrament across almost every realm, and now here she was with a crazed, drunken duardin. Why?

			Because after all they’d been through, the Slayer had earned her respect.

			Fool.

			The word whispered through her mind. The voice of her dead mistress, the witch-aelf who’d taught her so much… but who she’d never respected.

			What is respect from a failure?

			‘I’m not…’ Maleneth hissed, then stopped, her hand clenched on the amulet that hung around her neck, the one that held the vial of her murdered mistress’ blood. She hated when that bitter voice provoked her, but the dead woman’s words stung. She couldn’t kill Gotrek when she first met him. And now… she wouldn’t. Dropping her hand from the amulet, she slipped silently out into the square, following that distant torch bobbing through the mist. 

			She wouldn’t kill that tattooed lump of muscle no matter how annoying he was being. But despite her pledge to watch over the master rune the duardin had hammered into his stinking flesh, damn her if she was going to spend another moment in that gods-cursed tavern. Gotrek could have his beer, and have the head of the tavern keeper if the man finally cracked and tried to knife him in the back. Maleneth would have… whatever entertainment she could wring from this dying city. 

			At the far side of the square, the lantern vanished. Maleneth moved faster, soft boots gliding over the stones, until she reached the place she’d last seen it. A narrow street opened off the square, running between the Lords’ Palace and the ruins of a great old house that dominated this last side of the square, and down it she could see Talm moving in her dim circle of light. Maleneth paused beside the abandoned house, keeping a careful distance. The ruin was a pile of stone almost as large as the Lords’ Palace, similarly built but even more decayed. Its towers were broken, arches collapsed, buildings abandoned. A sigil of a skull, jaw gaping, with tendrils of something spilling out of its empty eye sockets and fleshless mouth, was carved on its crumbling wall. She considered it a moment, but then from the street ahead there was a sound. 

			Maleneth crouched, blades already in both hands. Talm had stopped in the middle of the street, and her guards were ranged in a circle around her, swords drawn. 

			‘If you see something, slay it,’ ordered Talm. ‘Nothing good moves out here tonight!’

			Truth, Maleneth thought, stalking closer, trying to see what had startled the guards. But her eyes found nothing. The cobblestones were empty except for Talm and her guards, and the shadows that stretched away from their lantern. Then one of those shadows moved.

			It twisted, bulging up from the cobblestones like a black shroud, then broke, shattered like black glass but without a sound. A man surged through those spinning pieces of darkness, a sword in his hand, short and curved. He slashed it across the throat of the woman whose shadow he’d broken out of, and the guard dropped, clutching her throat, but her fingers couldn’t stop the blood pouring out. The man from the shadow turned from her, and drove his sword into the belly of the next guard.

			The struck man shrieked and jerked back, trying to pull away from the blade that already transfixed him, and only helped his killer jerk the sword free. Blood splattered across the cobblestones, and the killer fell with it. He vanished into the shadow of the man he’d just stabbed, diving into the darkness as if it were a pool of deep water.

			The other guards shouted, Talm belted orders, and Maleneth crouched, blades ready, fascinated. Watching the shadows, she saw another bulge and rise, saw the killer drive through it to bury his blade in the kidneys of another guard, then vanish again. The two guards left said nothing, but they both reached the same decision at once. They ran, tearing down the street and vanishing into the dark. 

			Talm flung the lantern after them, cursing, and it shattered against the cobblestones, oil whooshing up in a bright blaze that stretched the lord’s shadow up the street. That long shadow shifted, bulged, broke, and the killer stepped free again. Moving slow this time, deliberate. Maleneth could see he was a young man dressed in black, his features pale beneath long, dark hair. His blade was plain steel, and the only hint of colour to him was the necklace he wore, a chain of gold loops holding a pendant of some purple stone. There was a black shadow on that stone, but it was too distant for Maleneth to see well. 

			‘You know me,’ the man hissed. ‘Now, name me.’

			‘No,’ Talm said. She had drawn a knife from somewhere, short and jewelled and useless, but her eyes blazed with fury. 

			‘Name me,’ the killer said again, his blade rising.

			‘You’re dead. Your whole dark house. Dead!’ Lady Talm spat, and she rushed forward. She moved faster than Maleneth would have guessed in all that finery, surprisingly fast. Her flashing little knife would have caught the shadow killer in the chest if a piece of darkness hadn’t flickered up from the ground and blocked the blade. 

			The man snarled and swung his sword hard, the blade cutting across Talm’s throat. Blood arced out, splashing across him, and Talm crumpled to the stones, her eyes already empty. 

			‘Shadows never die,’ the man growled, wiping the woman’s blood from his face with one sleeve. He stomped down with his boot on the jewel the woman wore, cracking it against the cobblestones. Then he turned, took a step and was gone, disappearing into the shadows. 

			Maleneth waited, silent, blades ready, but he didn’t come back. When the broken lantern’s flames had guttered out on the cobblestones, she moved forward and stood over the dead woman. 

			‘Your request begins to interest me, Lady Talm,’ she said to the body. ‘I will seek out this Shadow Lord for you, false or not, and see about his heart.’ She bent over, hands busy, collecting what she needed. Done, she reached out and closed the woman’s staring eyes. 

			‘You may thank me from whatever hell you find yourself in.’

			The hall of the Aethaneaum was a great, silent vault, a mostly empty room with a high ceiling dimly lit by a few lamps. The only things in it were two guards, so still they might as well be statutes, and a desk where an old man wrapped in a grey robe was hunched over, reading.

			‘I have questions,’ Maleneth said.

			‘As do we all.’ The old man turned a page. ‘Do you have payment?’

			Maleneth dropped a handful of jewellery on his desk, the rings and bracelets she’d stripped from Talm’s body. The old man poked at a ring that had tumbled across his page. 

			‘This will buy a few answers. Depending on the questions.’

			‘Will this buy more?’ Maleneth dropped the necklace Talm had worn, with its heavy gold links and the green stone, cracked and scratched from when the killer stomped on it. 

			The old man considered it silently. ‘Did you kill her?’ he asked, curious, unthreatened.

			‘Will that answer be counted in my payment?’ When the old man nodded, Maleneth said, ‘No.’

			‘Interesting.’ He looked up at her for the first time. ‘What do you wish to ask, Maleneth Witchblade?’

			‘I want to know about the Shadow Lord.’

			‘Ah.’ The old man touched the cracked gem of the necklace. ‘Then let us discuss House Verska.’

			‘The Aethaneaum guarantees answers, but not satisfaction.’ The old man, who had introduced himself as Revitz, set down a heavy book on the table before Maleneth, careful not to disturb her teacup. The chamber he’d led her to might have been the first comfortable place she’d seen in this damn city. Snug and full of bookshelves, it had a warm fire and three enormous black cats that roused themselves from their naps just long enough to acknowledge her as a fellow assassin.

			‘Gotrek said you’d said that.’ Among a lot of curses.

			Revitz nodded. ‘The duardin? Yes. He was… a difficult patron.’ 

			The old man looked at an axe-shaped mark on the dark wooden panelling of the far wall. Maleneth almost asked what Gotrek had wanted to know – he certainly hadn’t told her. But she had the feeling Revitz wouldn’t answer.

			‘Here is what you paid for.’ The leather cover of the book was stamped with the name House Verska, and the image of a skull with dark shadows spilling from it. Inside were pages lettered in a neat hand, alongside colour portraits of men and women in fine black clothes. Their faces were all similar, and each wore a necklace of heavy gold loops with a pendant holding a large purple gem. In the centre of that stone, like a dark flaw, was a black mark that looked like a skull.

			‘There were once seven Lords of Losten.’ Revitz sat down, sipping his own tea as Maleneth paged through the book. ‘But only one that mattered. The lord from House Verska. The Shadow Lord.’

			Maleneth looked up from the book, one eyebrow arched. Revitz shrugged.

			‘It would be melodramatic, if the Verskas weren’t so good at killing people,’ Revitz said. ‘They were said to be the perfect assassins. All their enemies died. All of them.’

			‘The perfect assassins,’ Maleneth said.

			‘That was their claim,’ Revitz said. 

			He reached out with one hand, and flipped the pages of the book almost to the end, stopping on the portrait of a man with a pale face and cruel eyes. He looked vaguely familiar. 

			‘Novim Verska. The last true Shadow Lord. Before him, his house was feared, but respected. The Shadow Lords brought trade and power to Losten. But he was different. It wasn’t just his enemies that died. Novim enjoyed killing, and when he ruled this city every soul feared their shadow. It was a time of terror, and I pray never to see the like of it again.

			‘When Novim finally died,’ Revitz continued, ‘Losten… survived. Barely. So many had died, so many had fled, but broken, decrepit, the city stumbled on. But without him, without a Shadow Lord, House Verska fell.’ 

			Revitz turned the page. The last picture was of a thin young man with Novim’s looks, but drained of all his menace. His dark clothes seemed a costume, and around his neck… the necklace was similar, wide loops of gold, purple stone. But there was no black skull-like flaw in this stone. 

			‘Novim’s son lacked his house’s power. The shadows did not kill for him. It took a few years for the other lords to be sure of that. But when they were…’ Revitz waved towards the ruins that lay beyond the Aethaneaum. ‘The Lords of Losten became six.’

			‘All men die, and so do their works.’ Maleneth shut the book. ‘This shadow magic of the Verskas. How was it done?’ 

			Revitz smiled tightly. ‘Men die, but shadows never do.’ The old man picked up the book. ‘I will not speak of the Verskas’ magic. It is a thing of Ulgu, anyway, and such shadows are hard to see, perhaps, for those who have beheld the light of Sigmar.’ The scholar’s smile had disappeared, but there seemed to be a thread of dark humour buried in his words. ‘Those are your answers. Are you satisfied, Maleneth Witchblade?’

			She lifted her cup, and took one last drink of tea. It was good. ‘I am,’ she said. She stood, nodded to the scholar, and started for the door. As she passed through it, she heard Revitz talking to himself, sounding well satisfied. 

			‘One trying to kill gods, the other shadows. What an amusing week!’

			The perfect assassins. 

			Maleneth moved along the edge of the square, gliding past the Aethaneaum’s gardens towards the crumbling wall of House Verska. Some minor human lords, in some backwater city. The perfect assassins. Just the thought felt like sacrilege.

			She reached the walls of the empty manor, and with a silent leap she caught the worn teeth of the house’s skull symbol and swung herself over the wall. On the other side she landed in darkness and ruin. The remains of the great house were empty of everything but vermin, all with more legs than two. If the man she had seen tonight was anywhere in this city, Maleneth was betting it was here, somewhere, and she started her search. 

			She found the family graveyard first, a knot of stone mauso­leums in one lonely corner. The tombs, ornately carved with skulls and stylised shadows, were mostly whole except for one. The tomb of Novim Verska, the last great Shadow Lord, was open, its doors lying broken before it. Maleneth stepped inside and looked over the sarcophagus that lay shattered on the floor, pushed from the plinth on which it had rested. 

			She nudged at the bones scattered among the broken stone with her boot. They were barely gnawed by scavengers. This damage had been done recently. Maleneth picked through the rubble of the violated tomb, but other than the bones and a few twists of rotting cloth and leather, there was nothing else, no weapon, no jewel.

			As she expected. 

			She left the bones to the vermin and continued her search.

			The cellar was dim and dark, lit with a few guttering candles. Their flames barely touched the stone arches that held up the remains of the house, and left a mob of shadows seething over wooden beams and flagstone floor. The dark made it easy for Maleneth to slip down the stairs, to stalk silently from one pillar to the next until she was close to the man who knelt in one corner of the room, working on something.

			‘So much blood, Talm.’ The man – barely more than a boy – crouched over a bucket of water, soaking the black cloak Maleneth had seen him in not long ago, when he’d been slitting the Lord of Losten’s throat. ‘Try to kill me. The Lord of Shadows! All that got you was my blade across your throat.’ He scrubbed at the cloth, the water in the bucket turning red. ‘And your blood on my bloody cloak.’ 

			He dropped the cloak and stood, muttering curses. The short, curved sword rode his hip, and around his neck hung that necklace, heavy links of gold holding up a pendant bearing a purple stone. Maleneth stared at that stone until she was sure she could see the dark flaw in its heart, that black skull-like shape. 

			Here was the Shadow Lord. The perfect assassin. Her hand moved on her belt, drawing out a blade and one thin bladder. She cut the bladder with the dagger’s razor edge and carefully coated the steel with a sticky mix of toxins. Then she drew another blade, larger and heavier, for her other hand. The man stood with his back to her, oblivious as he muttered about lords and revenge and how he’d soon have servants and a laundry. Maleneth remembered how he’d moved through the shadows, how the shadows had protected him. Remembered his heavy, sweeping strikes and slow feet. His skills did not impress her, but that magic did. It would be safest to kill him now, but… 

			The perfect assassin, she thought again. There were other considerations besides safety. 

			Fool.

			Maleneth ignored her old teacher, and stepped out from behind the pillar. ‘Good evening,’ she said, and almost smiled when the man leapt like a startled cat, whirling to face her. His magic had better be potent.

			‘Who…’ His eyes narrowed. ‘You’re that aelf assassin. I saw Talm talking to you when I was riding her shadow tonight. Well, you’re too late for whatever she wanted.’

			‘Too late to kill?’ Maleneth asked. She watched him draw his sword with some speed and a little grace. Maybe he had some talent. ‘By my god, never.’

			‘Witchblade.’ He’d been afraid for a moment, when she surprised him. Now he wasn’t, and it wasn’t just a young man’s braggadocio. ‘You aelf women. They tell stories about you and your murder god, how dangerous you are. But you’re nothing compared to me and the magic of my bloodline. I am Arvis Verska. I am the Shadow Lord.’

			She arched one eyebrow at him. ‘You are a bastard.’ She considered his youth. ‘The bastard of a bastard. Playing at being an assassin.’

			Arvis’ face twisted, but he controlled his anger. Barely. ‘You want to see me play, aelf? Come try me.’ He crouched, his sword ready. 

			Maleneth considered him, then snapped a kick at the bucket on the floor in front of her. It flew at his face, but at the last moment a shadow flicked down from the vault above and knocked it away. Still, a gout of bloody water splashed across the man, making him sputter.

			‘I’ll kill you slow for that!’ he shouted, and fell backward into his own shadow, vanishing. 

			‘We all die,’ Maleneth said and spun in a smooth circle. Her own shadows stretched out around her, but one of them was moving, stretching up, breaking. She swung up her heavy blade and caught the sword Arvis had aimed at her throat, moving with the blow and sending him off balance. The thinner, poison-coated dagger in her other hand flicked out and should have scored a line across his back, but a shadow blocked it. Touching the darkness felt like hitting stone, and a shock of cold ran up the blade into her hand. 

			Maleneth stepped away, feeling the pain in her hand. This was going to be a challenge.

			Arvis fell into a shadow, and punched out of one behind her. Maleneth shifted to the side, avoiding the thrust of his blade, spun and swept her leg up in a kick that she pulled even as she swung it – a strike that should have slapped his gut, but instead was blocked by the shadow. It felt like kicking a block of ice. Maleneth whipped her leg back, feeling the numb pain burning in her shin. If she’d swung properly, a blow that would have folded him over her shin and left him defenceless, she might have broken her leg. Whatever magic moved these shadows, it worked versus steel and flesh.

			For the first time, Maleneth almost felt doubt, but she forced it back. Khaine would take her someday. But not today.

			‘What was your plan, Shadow Lord?’ Maleneth spoke the name with a cutting edge of mockery, trying to keep him off balance while she studied him. ‘To kill the lords and take their place?’

			He pulled back, glaring at her. ‘That’s what they did to my family.’

			‘The lords had power and wealth behind them when they killed your family. What do you have?’

			‘My shadow,’ he growled, and vanished. He appeared again, this time coming from above, dropping down from the vaulted ceiling. Maleneth dived out of the way, but she felt the edge of his blade touch her, drawing a thin line of pain across the side of her neck as she rolled away from the strike. 

			Arvis held up his blade, its edge marked now with her blood, and smiled. ‘Shadow magic is in my blood, making me the perfect assassin. I’ll kill the lords. I’ll kill you. I’ll kill everyone, until they bow to me or I empty this city. I’m fine with either.’

			He rushed her this time, not bothering to dive out of the shadows, hammering blows. They were inelegant, but unrelenting. With the shadows acting as armour, Arvis didn’t have to worry about anything but attack. Every time she struck at him, darkness blocked her and a shock of cold and pain ran up her arm. Maleneth dodged, dancing around him, unable to push him back, and finally, inevitably, one of his strikes came through. It caught her on the wrist and she hissed through her teeth, almost dropping her blocking blade, but her body’s memory of all the pain she’d suffered whenever she let a weapon go during training made her hold on. She dodged around a pillar, giving herself some space, and Arvis stopped, breathing hard but smiling, untouched. Maleneth gritted her teeth to keep from panting. The cuts on her neck and wrist throbbed in time with her heartbeat, and blood was running down to her hand, fouling her grip. 

			Is this how you die? The voice in her head cut through the sound of her heart. Killed by a boy while abandoning the duty that you were failing at anyway? Truly, you are the perfect assassin.

			Maleneth clenched her teeth tighter. She wasn’t going to die to this boy, no matter what magic he had. Gotrek would bust a gut laughing. Ignoring her dead mentor, ignoring her pain, Maleneth made her plan. She needed him to rush her again.

			‘Shadow Lord,’ she sneered. ‘You’re no assassin. You’re an ill-trained boy.’

			Arvis snarled and charged, sword swinging for her neck. Maleneth twisted away, and as she went her heavy blade caught one of the candles set on the floor, launching it at the boy’s face. The shadows twisted up, blocking it – but as with the bucket and water, the liquid wax passed through the darkness. It splattered across Arvis’ face and he shrieked, dropping his sword as his hand came up to cover his eye, where the hot wax had landed. 

			‘See? You’ve dropped your weapon.’ Maleneth stepped in, and stuck the tip of her heavy blade in one of the golden loops of his necklace, careful not to come close to the man’s skin. As she had hoped, when she was being careful not to touch him, the shadows didn’t block her. With a circle of her wrist, she pulled the necklace up and over Arvis’ head, the motion sending it flying across the room. ‘And lost this.’

			Even through his pain, Arvis noticed. ‘No!’ he shouted, trying to scrabble after the necklace, but Maleneth booted his feet out from under him, dropping him down. The tip of her poisoned dagger came to rest on his throat, drawing a thick bead of blood. 

			‘That magic,’ Maleneth said. ‘I think maybe it wasn’t in your family’s blood, but in their jewellery.’

			‘That’s mine,’ Arvis said. He’d dropped his hands, and his injured eye was weeping tears and blood. The other eye was searching the shadows, trying to find the necklace. 

			‘It was.’ Maleneth waited, until she saw the muscles in Arvis’ neck begin to quiver. Then his face, shoulders, legs. She stepped back and he tried to rise, but couldn’t. When she was sure he wasn’t going to move, she went to where the necklace lay. ‘A powerful family heirloom. But your grandfather Novim couldn’t give it up, could he? He decided he’d rather be buried with it, and let his house fall.’

			‘His children were weak,’ Arvis croaked. The poison on her blade weakened muscles, but its victims could still talk, if they didn’t get too much. ‘I wasn’t. I found it, the real one. Give it to me.’

			‘This?’ Maleneth bent to pick up the purple stone, but shadow covered it when she tried to touch it. When the darkness went away, the necklace was gone – except she saw it, glinting in the middle of a different shadow across the room.

			‘My blood,’ Arvis said, and made a noise that might have been laughter. ‘Only a Verska can wear it.’

			Maleneth frowned, walked over to the necklace and tried again. Again the shadows moved, the necklace vanished – and reappeared two paces away. She sighed, looking at it. 

			‘A shame. That could have been useful. But not necessary.’ She walked over to Arvis and booted him onto his back. ‘Assassin­ation,’ she said, holding up her poisoned blade so it caught the remaining light, ‘is an art. And while tools can help an artist, it is still the skill that makes a masterpiece.’ She looked down at him. ‘My god can instruct you further, Shadow Lord.’ She smiled, then drove the slim dagger down through Arvis’ good eye. He spasmed when the blade hit his brain, but the jerking of his body was quieted by the poison. 

			Maleneth pulled out the dagger and considered the blood on it. She wiped it on her fingers, then walked over to the necklace and tried to pick it up again. But it vanished, reappearing this time draped over the body.

			‘Truly a shame,’ she said and walked out, knocking over the candles as she went, leaving the room to burn behind her.

			By the time Maleneth reached the Broken Beam, her bleeding had stopped and fire had engulfed the House of Verska, turning the black fog of Losten a baleful red. On the street before the tavern, she stopped. Through its dirty windows she could see the few drunks who hadn’t left to watch the fire and Gotrek, still slowly drinking his beer. Of course he wouldn’t let a conflagration stop him.

			At least not a distant one.

			Maleneth went to the door, grabbed the lanterns down that hung beside it, and stalked around to the back of the tavern.

			The Broken Beam was burning bright by the time Gotrek staggered out, carrying a barrel of beer over one shoulder, his axe over the other. His beard was singed, and the wood of the barrel steamed from the heat of the blaze.

			‘Damn idiot.’ The duardin glared back at the tavern keeper, who was running in useless circles before his burning building. ‘There was days’ worth of beer in there. Days!’

			Maleneth nodded. ‘Tragic.’

			Gotrek looked at her, finally noting the blood on her. ‘What in the hells have you been up to?’

			‘I met a Shadow Lord,’ she said. ‘He claimed to be the perfect assassin.’

			‘And?’

			‘I stabbed him through the eye and burned down his house.’

			Gotrek looked from her to the red glow behind her, then back to the burning tavern. His eyes gleamed with fire and suspicion, but he shook his head and growled something that might have been laughter. 

			‘Seems we’re both done with this place then.’

			‘Seems so,’ Maleneth said, a shadow of a smile touching her lips as she started walking towards the city’s gate. 

			‘You gonna help me haul my beer?’ he shouted after her.

			‘Absolutely not,’ she answered, feeling almost cheerful, leaving him to stump after her, the light of her fires stretching his shadow out to meet hers.
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			‘Sigmar preserve us! They’re in the baggage train!’ The regimental musician stumbled up to General Skeos. ‘What shall we do, lord?’

			Skeos frowned at the man – helm askew, uniform in tatters, his armour battered to shapeless ruin. He had kept his horn, which was something.

			The snarling tide of ghouls swept over the Freeguild army, flowing around Skeos’ artfully arranged chequerboard formation in breaking waves of fang and talon. Scuttling from the ruins of old Eldingar, the flesh-eaters had come with the night – ­inasmuch as the lambent glow of Hysh ever approached true darkness.

			Already, the foremost units were breaking apart, the scattered crack of handgun and pistol fire a tepid shadow of the rolling volleys Skeos had spent weeks drilling on the Hammerhal parade fields.

			His strategy had seemed perfect when Skeos had laid it all out in Lord Mandragor’s drawing room. The assembled nobles had clapped for him, and even Lady Conningwell had bestowed one of her rare smiles as Skeos described how the fiends would break upon a wall of gleaming spears.

			The regiment had looked pretty enough marching through the Hyshian Realmgate, but it would take more than formations and fresh uniforms to turn them into true soldiers. What had Skeos expected from recruits culled from the gutters and wine-sinks of Hammerhal?

			They needed to be properly blooded.

			‘Sound the call to advance.’ Skeos drew his duelling sabre. ‘Let our victory ring in Sigmar’s ears!’

			‘But lord, the beasts are around us. Deacon Trask is calling for–’

			‘Trask does not command this expedition.’ Skeos rounded on the man. ‘Nothing like a charge to raise morale. Now blow the call, or I will.’

			The soldier raised his horn, but before he could give voice to Skeos’ orders, a pale shape swooped from the gloom to snatch the man up. His shriek tapered off as he was dragged upward, punctuated by a clatter as his battle horn tumbled to the rocky soil.

			Skeos squinted up into the half-light, cursing as he saw a dozen more bat-winged monstrosities dive from above.

			Twice the size of a man, they seemed wrought from half-remembered nightmare. Jagged fangs poked from sharp, angular jaws, their deep-set eyes glittering with hunger as they fell upon the tattered remnants of Skeos’ command.

			The world dissolved into a riot of slashing talons. Two of the creatures pounced on Lord Mandragor, tearing at the man like gryph-hounds fighting over a joint of mutton. Skeos leapt back to avoid the sweep of a hooked claw, almost stumbling over Lady Conningwell. She was down, her gilded armour ripped to flinders, blood bubbling from her open mouth as one of the beasts buried its horrible muzzle in her stomach.

			Skeos aimed a cut at the thing. His blade bit into the knotted flesh of the creature’s back, and it abandoned its grizzly feast to snarl at him. Gold glittered at the thing’s neck, tarnished rings glinting on its skeletal claws. What Skeos had first taken for rags were actually scraps of coloured silk, muted beneath a patina of gore and filth.

			‘A strike from behind?’ The words came mangled from a mouth meant for ripping and tearing. It leapt, claws spread wide. ‘Thus to cowards!’

			Skeos tried to pivot away from the lunge only to have his foot catch on Conningwell’s corpse. He pitched backwards, blade slitting the webbing of one of the abomination’s tattered wings.

			It bowled him to the ground, impaling itself on his sabre. Claws shrieked across the ornamentations of Skeos’ breastplate. The creature’s breath reeked like a butcher’s midden. Its yellowed fangs snapped a hair’s breadth from Skeos’ face as he worked his blade deeper into the wound. This close, Skeos could see hints of rouge and kohl shadows upon the beast’s blood-streaked rictus.

			The thing reared back, pulling free of the blade in a welter of congealed gore.

			Although it seemed pitiful against the creature’s terrible bulk, Skeos braced his sabre with both hands. If he was to die, then it would be with weapon raised.

			The beast’s head exploded, showering Skeos with blood and broken bone. He wiped the slick mess from his eyes to see Deacon Trask. The twin-tailed comet tattooed onto the deacon’s forehead winked in the gloom as he drew his heavy hammer back for another swing.

			This one shattered the creature’s ribs, and it slumped to the side, unmoving.

			Skeos crawled out from under the corpse and stood. All around, Trask’s Devoted drove back the flying abominations with flails and burning brands.

			‘We must pull back.’ Trask’s rough-hewn features were spotted with blood, his scarred jaw set in a perpetual scowl.

			‘Nonsense,’ Skeos said between laboured breaths, heart pounding from his recent brush with death. ‘Show a beast your back and it will give chase. I won’t have my soldiers run down like hares.’

			‘Look around, lord.’ Trask’s tone robbed the honorific of all deference. ‘We are already being run down.’

			‘Then retreat won’t make much difference, will it?’

			Trask gaped as if Skeos had begun expounding upon the virtues of orruk cuisine.

			‘We only need hold until reinforcements arrive,’ Skeos said.

			‘The Prism Peak clans?’ Trask scowled at the distant mountains. ‘Seems unlikely after how you treated their chieftain.’

			‘Not those ungrateful barbarians.’ Skeos tried, and failed, to brush the bits of shattered bone from his breastplate. ‘I am speaking of Sigmar’s chosen.’

			Trask blinked. ‘Stormcast Eternals? How?’

			‘I have my ways.’ Skeos clapped Trask on one heavy pauldron. Truthfully, it had been Lady Conningwell who dispatched the hurried missive once they had seen the size of the horde infesting old Eldingar, but her corpse seemed in no position to dispute Skeos’ claim.

			‘Now, if you are quite finished…’ Skeos waved his blade at the battle below. ‘I do believe I ordered a charge.’

			‘You preening cockerel, you’ve killed us all!’ Trask snarled as one of the mad cannibals bit down on his vambrace.

			Skeos brought his blade down, slicing cleanly above the beast’s filthy ruffled collar. The respite was short-lived, as another ghoul leapt over the headless body.

			‘For the glory of Eldingar!’ Its bone club arced towards Skeos’ face.

			He leaned from the weapon’s path, a quick back cut removing the creature’s hand. It seemed hardly to notice, stabbing at Skeos with the sharp nub of bone protruding from its wrist.

			Too close for proper sword work, Skeos dropped his shoulder into the howling beast. It stumbled back, and Skeos’ heavy overhand slash opened the creature from shoulder to hip, spilling ropes of corrupted viscera onto the stony soil.

			‘Form ranks!’ He aimed a kick at the backside of a fleeing Freeguilder, then had to leap back to avoid the man’s panicked slash. Skeos let him go. The wretch had probably never set foot beyond the walls of Hammerhal before a few weeks ago.

			Truth be told, neither had Skeos.

			It had seemed a grand adventure back in Lord Mandragor’s parlour – an expedition to retake Skeos’ ancestral kingdom from a scattering of benighted cannibals. The Sigmarites were a warrior culture. Skeos had fought more than his share of duels, but one could only rise so far in the courts without a proper military background.

			A shuddering boom dragged Skeos from his grim contemplation. The ground trembled beneath his feet, and he looked over to see a swirl of crimson shadow resolve into a hulking beast. It wore a cloak of skins stitched together with threads of gold and silver. Rings cut into the flesh of its taloned fingers, and upon its jutting brow was a crown of sharpened ribs. The horrid creature glittered as it moved, gems and bits of gold embedded in its necrotic flesh catching the wan half-light.

			Chuckling, it reached down to pluck the head from a swordswoman. Lifting the bloody trophy to its slitted nose, the creature sniffed at it like a courtier savouring a fine vintage.

			Skeos felt the first pangs of true panic seep through the cracks in his resolve. He swallowed against the scream building in his throat, sword clutched in one white-knuckled fist.

			Perhaps he had miscalculated.

			‘Drive them back, noble mordants!’ The creature’s voice was the shriek of iron on shale. ‘Let the invaders come to fear the name Arakhir Boneblight!’

			The beast that called itself Arakhir stepped among the Free­guilders in a blur of blood and splintering bone. Soldiers died with their throats torn out, their chests crushed by hideous blows, not even given time to scream. The gore-soaked fiend tore through their ranks like a child scattering cobwebs. In its wake came packs of ghouls, howling crimson glee to the Hyshian gloom as they fell upon the shocked survivors.

			The ghoul king’s fanged muzzle broke into a hideous smile as it sighted Skeos, its eyes bright as funeral lanterns.

			Trask was shouting something, but Skeos couldn’t make out the deacon’s words over the pounding of his own heartbeat. The warrior priest threw himself at the abomination, hammer raised.

			Arakhir brushed the strike aside like a bothersome insect, its gaze never leaving Skeos as it sent Trask sprawling with a casual backhand.

			The beast’s pallid shadow fell across Skeos with an almost physical weight. Legs unstable as rotten wood, he raised his blade in a duelling stance.

			Rather than fall upon him, it sniffed the air.

			‘Ahhhhh, just as I thought.’ Arakhir smiled unnaturally wide, teeth like broken glass in its batlike muzzle. ‘Blood will tell.’

			The ghoul king seemed about to continue, but whatever gruesome witticism it planned to dispense was drowned by a clap of thunder.

			Brilliant lightning split the gloom in an arc of twining bolts that scattered ghouls like rats caught in a conflagration.

			At the centre of the blast knelt the tall, winged figure of a Knight-Azyros. The Stormcast’s armour was the deep blue of an autumn sky, the whole incised with whorls of silver filigree that sketched constellations and patterns intricate as the brocade of a high noble’s robe. He bore a gleaming sword in one mailed fist, and in the other he held a shuttered lantern, its golden face embedded with lapis lazuli and pale ocean pearls.

			The Stormcast rose with a snap of azure wings, feathered not like a hunting hawk’s but with prisms of cut sapphire. They caught the half-light as he turned, the sweep of his crystalline feathers carving through a dozen of the nearest ghouls.

			‘Take heart, children of Sigmar.’ The Stormcast’s call resonated within Skeos’ chest like the peal of a temple bell. ‘We shall not desert you.’

			‘At last, a true challenge.’ Arakhir turned from Skeos.

			In response, the Stormcast raised his lantern high. The gold-worked aperture fell open to unleash a glow bright as Hyshian dawn. Instead of focusing the lantern upon the ghoul king, the Stormcast turned it upon himself, the cut sapphires of his wings breaking the light into a thousand glittering motes.

			Ghouls recoiled, flesh sizzling at the barest touch of the holy light.

			Skeos should have been blinded by the brilliant glare, but the light drove away the shadows and clarified his vision. It fell upon him, warm as a hearth fire, all of Skeos’ cuts and bruises fading into the comforting glow.

			One arm raised to shield its eyes, Arakhir took a step towards the Stormcast.

			A cry rose unbidden in Skeos’ throat. Buoyed by Sigmar’s holy light, the Freeguilders joined ranks and threw themselves at the horde of pale cannibals. Skeos slashed at a hissing ghoul. It tried to scuttle back, but Skeos’ strike sent its head tumbling from its filthy shoulders. All around him, bedraggled Freeguilders re-formed ranks and pressed forward, holy light reflected in their eyes.

			‘Come, my brothers!’ the Stormcast shouted as more lightning split the sky. ‘Let us drive this blight from Hysh!’

			The ghoul king seemed unwilling to face the might of a descending Stormhost and turned to lope back towards the shadows of the ruined city, its debased followers scuttling behind.

			‘After them, sons and daughters of Sigmar!’ Skeos waved his blade.

			‘No.’ The Stormcast’s voice broke the roar of eager soldiers. ‘You must retreat.’

			Skeos stared up at the Knight-Azyros. ‘With your noble comrades at our side we can purge them from Eldingar.’

			The Stormcast lowered his lantern as the last crack of thunder faded to unsettling stillness. His helmeted head turned to regard the surviving Freeguilders, carved face impassive.

			‘There will be no others. I have come alone.’

			Skeos walked through the ramshackle camp, aggrieved mutters trailing in his wake. What inspiration the Stormcast’s lantern imparted had long since bled away, its loss compounded by the knowledge that the Freeguilders were well and truly alone.

			‘The beasts will return come nightfall.’ Deacon Trask fell in beside Skeos. The warrior priest’s words dripped with scorn, but Skeos was strangely comforted to have him nearby.

			‘I see the barricades are coming along.’ Skeos nodded towards the soldiers stacking rubble into an uneven rampart.

			Trask’s scowl did not waver. ‘Won’t be much use against the flying ones.’

			‘Ah, yes. How are we set for munitions?’

			The deacon spat. ‘With the baggage train.’

			‘I suppose we lost my dress uniform as well.’

			Trask’s eyes narrowed.

			‘Never mind.’ Skeos raised a calming hand. ‘And where is our honoured guest?’

			‘Your tent.’

			‘With Sigmar’s chosen at our side, how can we lose?’ Skeos tried to imbue the words with more confidence than he felt. ‘Worry not, Trask, I shall think of something.’

			‘See that you do,’ the warrior priest said as Skeos turned away. ‘Or ghouls will be the least of your worries.’

			Had they been in Hammerhal, Skeos would have had the priest whipped for his presumption. To threaten a high noble was galling enough, let alone a general of rank. But they were not in Hammerhal. The ghouls had made tatters of more than Skeos’ beautiful formations, and he had no desire to test the remnants of his soldiers’ military discipline.

			With a thin smile, Skeos chose the path of benevolence. Victory would silence the warrior priest’s doubts more eloquently than any number of lashes.

			The command tent was barely worthy of the name – little more than a length of tattered tarp spread in the crook of an ancient, crumbled wall. A single guard sergeant stood outside the entrance flap, watching Skeos approach with barely disguised contempt.

			‘Would you mind fetching us some refreshments?’ Skeos asked.

			‘Ain’t no refreshments.’ The sergeant frowned. ‘Ain’t no nothing.’

			‘What is your name, sergeant?’

			‘Wull, sir.’ The man spoke the last word like a curse, stepping close enough that Skeos could smell the rotten quickleaf on his breath. Fortunately, Skeos was spared the distressing prospect of confronting the man when a heavy, armoured fist parted the tent flap.

			‘Is something the matter?’ The Stormcast’s helmeted head leaned from the tent.

			‘No, holy one,’ Skeos said, attempting a self-assured smile. ‘This man was just heading for latrine duty.’

			Wull’s gaze flicked to the Stormcast, then back. With an angry grunt, he shuffled off.

			If anything, the interior of his tent was more depressing. The floor was cracked stone, the air full of smoke from a single oil lamp. What remained of Skeos’ effects had been dumped uncere­moniously in one corner.

			The Stormcast knelt near the entrance. Although the tent was pitched high, his folded wings still brushed the roof.

			Skeos had seen Stormcasts before, but never this close. He suppressed the urge to drop to his knees, face pressed to the ground like some mud-grubbing peasant.

			‘Apologies, lord.’ Skeos gestured at the mildewed stone. ‘I had hoped to meet you in better circumstances.’

			‘If you were in better circumstances, we would not have met at all.’

			Skeos swallowed. ‘Fairly put.’

			‘I am Telamon, Knight-Azyros of the Tempest Lords.’

			Skeos offered his deepest bow. ‘I am Skeos, prince-in-exile, last scion of lost Eldingar, Bearer of the Riven Collar, Knight of–’

			Telamon raised a hand. ‘We are far from the courts of Hammer­hal – there is no call for posturing.’

			Skeos felt a flush creep up his neck.

			The Stormcast removed his helmet. Beardless, he had a patrician’s nose, a strong jawline, his complexion the pale olive of Skeos’ own. Dark, intelligent eyes watched from beneath a high brow, seeming sharp in the dim light.

			‘I have wounded your pride.’ Telamon’s smile robbed all condescension from the Stormcast’s words.

			Skeos sighed. ‘Alas, pride seems all I have left.’

			The Stormcast regarded him for a long moment.

			Skeos looked away. ‘I suppose you wish to assume command?’

			‘I do not.’

			‘But you are Stormcast.’

			‘And you are prince of Eldingar.’

			‘Prince of a ghoul-infested ruin.’ Skeos shook his head. ‘And come nightfall, bits of me will most likely be prince of some mad cannibal’s dining table. That is, if my own soldiers don’t murder me first.’

			‘Self-pity ill suits a lord.’

			‘My apologies.’ Skeos straightened. ‘Better to die fighting, I suppose.’

			‘He is no coward. That is something, at least.’ Telamon spoke as if to himself. He frowned at Skeos for a long, uncomfortable moment, then gave a quick nod. ‘I shall help you.’

			‘My gratitude, noble one.’ Skeos said, and he meant it.

			‘You may call me Telamon.’

			‘Of course.’ Skeos began a bow, but straightened as the Stormcast arched an eyebrow. ‘Apologies… Telamon. Where shall we start?’

			‘Your warriors are hungry, tired. They will be slaughtered come nightfall.’

			‘Could you not just…’ Skeos glanced at Telamon’s lantern. ­‘Motivate them?’

			‘The holy light of Sigmar empowers the spirit, but an empty belly is an empty belly,’ Telamon replied. ‘What do your warriors need?’

			Skeos shrugged. ‘Food, rest, aid.’

			‘And where might those be found?’

			‘The flesh-eaters ruined what they could not devour.’ Skeos frowned, considering. ‘The Prism Peak clans have supplies, but no love for us.’

			‘Why so?’

			‘When we first arrived, I met with their chief – a rather unreasonable woman by the name of Ydri,’ Skeos said with a scowl. ‘The clans refuse to acknowledge my claim to Eldingar.’

			‘They are what remains of your people,’ Telamon replied. ‘Did they not recognise the Brightening Blade, the Cloak of Prisms?’

			‘Those old things? I sold them to fund this expedition.’ Skeos swallowed his surprise. Of course the Stormcast had been apprised of his history. Telamon probably had access to every record and noble lineage in Hammerhal.

			‘This is all that remains.’ Skeos knelt to root around in the remains of his belongings. Drawing forth a length of broken chain, he held it up so the words inscribed upon the mismatched links caught the weak light. ‘The Riven Collar, etched with the names of the ancient kings and queens of Eldingar.’

			‘And is your name writ upon this chain?’

			‘Not since the last king of Eldingar was slain and my ancestors fled have any links been added.’ Skeos gave a thin smile. ‘I would have sold the collar too, but no one was interested.’

			Telamon made no reply, his expression unreadable.

			‘Yes, well,’ Skeos stuffed the chain into his belt pouch, ‘as I said, the Prism clans are just as likely to greet us with blades as with words.’

			Again, the Stormcast said nothing. Silence stretched between them, tight as a drumhead.

			‘Even if they could be reasoned with, there is no way to travel there and back before nightfall.’ Sweat prickled along Skeos’ back as the Stormcast’s unblinking gaze pinioned him like a lance. He nodded at Telamon’s wings. ‘I suppose you could do it. Truth be told, it might be better if you went alone.’

			‘If I leave, your soldiers will kill you.’

			Wincing, Skeos ran a hand through his hair. ‘I don’t suppose you could… carry me?’

			‘Come.’ Telamon ducked from the tent and stood, the gems of his wings tinkling like chimes as they spread wide.

			Skeos cast one last, desperate look around the tent, hoping some more palatable option might appear from thin air. When it did not, he took a steadying breath and followed the Stormcast out into the light.

			The mountain shone. Higher than the shivering, bristle-topped peaks of Ghur, or the sullen, smouldering volcanoes of Aqshy, it rose from the hills like the blade of a spear thrust through the ground from below. Drifts of crystalline snow covered its sharp peaks. Clearer and brighter than the grey, slushy mess that occasionally dusted the towers of Hammerhal, the snow shattered the piercing Hyshian light into a thousand, thousand rainbow splinters.

			The momentary swell of satisfaction he had felt as the Free­guilders watched him shoot into the sky was quickly eclipsed by the knowledge that nothing stood between Skeos and a very terminal drop save a pair of strong arms.

			‘The clans?’ Telamon’s voice somehow carried over the wind.

			Skeos pointed a trembling finger at the ring of stones that served the Prism Peak clans as marketplace and folkmoot. With a flap of glittering wings, Telamon sheared towards the plateau, forcing Skeos to grit his teeth against a very undignified shriek.

			Livestock scattered below them – goats, snow lizards and the shaggy, long-horned mountain aurochs the clans seemed to revere almost as gods. Skeos could see people, too. Elders dragged wide-eyed children back into huts and mountain caves while fur-robed men and women hurried about, snatching up weapons.

			They lit in the centre of the ring of stones, a massive circle that seemed not so much built as birthed from the mountain itself. Although every inch of the rock was etched with swirling pictographs, Skeos could see no seam or edge, the stone blending right into the rocky plateau.

			‘Come back to teach us a lesson, have you?’ Chieftain Ydri rounded one of the larger boulders. A big woman, her face was weathered as an old cliff, and just as foreboding. Although her cheeks were flushed from running and her hair in a hurried braid, she wore a coat of woven stonemoss mail, a shield strapped to her broad back, one of the short, wide-bladed swords favoured by the clans held in one heavy fist.

			Skeos straightened his uniform, more to hide his shaking legs than for propriety.

			‘What does she mean?’ Telamon asked.

			‘Our last conversation became a bit… heated,’ Skeos replied. ‘I may have mentioned giving these barbarians a taste of Sigmarite steel.’

			‘And this is one of the vaunted Stormcasts I’ve heard so much about.’ Ydri took a careful step forward, glancing at Telamon’s blade. Warriors fanned out behind her, weapons bared and bows raised. Although their tattooed faces wore grim scowls, Skeos read anxiety in their quick movements, like duellists facing an unknown opponent.

			‘I have returned with an offer.’ Skeos spoke before some excit­able clansman accidentally loosed an arrow.

			Ydri did not lower her blade. ‘Have you now?’

			‘We stand poised to drive the flesh-eaters from Eldingar.’ Skeos spread his hands in what he hoped was a conciliatory gesture.

			‘That’s not what my scouts tell me.’

			‘Stand with us and share in the glory and riches to come.’ Skeos forged ahead. ‘Or stay on your mountain and be forgotten.’

			‘More bluster?’ Ydri snorted. ‘Puffed-up lordling, you’re little better than the ghouls.’

			Skeos reddened. ‘How dare you. I am prince of–’

			‘You are prince of nothing!’ Ydri stepped up to jab Skeos in the chest with her free hand. Her gaze flicked to Telamon, but the Stormcast remained still as the dolmen surrounding the clearing.

			‘Your kin left us to die, to eat or be eaten,’ she continued. ‘The remaining nobles turned upon us. For years, they kept us as cattle – brutality masked behind courtly graces. Finally, we escaped into the hills. Arakhir and his hunters would have run us down like snow mice had not holy Oruvel sheltered us.’

			At that, the assembled warriors gave a reverential hum, stamping upon the stone of the mountain. It might have been Skeos’ imagination, but the ground seemed to rumble back.

			‘Whether you die by one stroke or by slow cuts, the end is still the same.’ Skeos’ cheeks burned. ‘Hide on your mountain, let Arakhir’s ghouls carry you off one by one. I am offering you the chance to win back your homeland.’

			‘Homeland? We are of Oruvel, not Eldingar.’ Ydri waved her sword at the distant ruins. ‘You are no kin to us.’

			‘I will fight for this place, for you.’ The words seemed to bubble up from deep within Skeos.

			‘I believe you would.’ Ydri shook her head. ‘But you are too weak to make a difference. Run back to where you came from, little prince. There is nothing for you here.’

			She turned her back on him, gesturing for the warriors to retreat.

			‘You see.’ Skeos looked to Telamon. ‘They will never trust me, let alone respect me.’

			For a moment, the Stormcast stood, head low, shoulders slumped as if the weight of the mountain pressed down upon him. Then Telamon straightened, helmeted head turning to look down at Skeos.

			‘What would make them respect you?’

			‘They are savages.’ Skeos shrugged. ‘All they understand is violence.’

			‘Is that what you believe?’

			‘Hunted by ghouls, trapped on this ruthless mountain – I am surprised they survived, let alone retained some rough concept of honour.’ Skeos frowned at Ydri’s retreating back, an idea prickling in the back of his thoughts. The clans saw him as weak. Perhaps they were right, but that hardly mattered. If they wanted strength, Skeos would show them strength.

			The thrown rock rattled from Ydri’s shield. She turned, surprise blossoming into anger as she saw Skeos kneel to pick up another.

			‘Chieftain of the Prism Peaks,’ he shouted. ‘I challenge you.’

			‘This is not some perfumed court, boy.’ She started towards him. ‘We take duels seriously.’

			‘I have no doubt.’

			‘Leave.’ She turned away. ‘I’d hate to ruin such a pretty face.’

			‘Go on, run away. It’s what your people do best.’ Skeos hooked his thumbs into his belt, flashing his haughtiest smirk.

			She whirled on him, face reddening. ‘You accuse me of cowardice?’

			‘So you accept?’

			‘By Oruvel’s bones, I accept.’ She raised her sword, stepping forward. ‘I’ll cut that wagging tongue from your mouth, boy.’

			‘Good.’ Skeos raised a hand. ‘Then I name Telamon as my champion.’

			Ydri stopped, glaring. ‘Only children and elders let others fight for them.’

			‘You called me “boy”, didn’t you?’ Skeos said, shrugging.

			The chieftain’s scowl seemed graven into her weathered face. All around, the warriors muttered, but none argued the point.

			Ydri spat to one side, looking up at Telamon. ‘Come on, then.’

			The Stormcast took a step back. ‘I refuse.’

			A shiver ran up Skeos’ back, his legs gone suddenly numb and wooden. ‘You refuse?’

			‘The prince will fight his own battle.’

			Skeos stepped up to the Stormcast, his voice a low, urgent hiss. ‘You promised to help me.’

			‘I am.’

			The scrape of steel caused Skeos to turn. Behind him, Ydri advanced, sword and shield at the ready, her grin cold as ­Oruvel’s icy peak.

			‘Best draw your blade, boy.’

			With an accusing glare back at Telamon, Skeos drew his sabre.

			She came on like a maddened gargant. Skeos stepped from the arc of her first slash, deflecting the backswing with a twist of his blade. The blow had none of Ydri’s weight behind it, but still it set Skeos stumbling back a pace.

			He returned a cut of his own, feinting high then whirling his blade towards her extended knee.

			Instead of blocking the blow, Ydri brought the lower rim of her shield down in a heavy chop that almost tore the blade from Skeos’ grip. He narrowly ducked a stab that would have taken his eye.

			Ydri’s boots scraped on stone, and Skeos kicked out blindly. He heard her grunt as his foot connected with her knee. They broke apart to circle warily.

			‘The little prince has claws.’ Ydri gave a mocking salute.

			The chieftain was stronger, larger. Knowing it would be the end of him if he let her close, Skeos launched a series of harassing cuts, carving slivers from her shield.

			With a growl, she dropped a shoulder and bulled forward. Expecting the charge, Skeos shifted direction, slashing at her exposed side. The blade bit into the woven links of Ydri’s stone­moss mail.

			The boss of her shield slammed into Skeos’ ribs, driving the wind from him. Gasping like a landed fish, he hammered the pommel of his blade into Ydri’s jaw, but the blow barely shook her.

			A flicker of steel was Skeos’ only warning as her blade snaked towards his throat. He was barely able to bring his own sword up, twisting it to bind Ydri’s shorter blade.

			They stood for a moment, sweating and straining, then Ydri pushed, driving Skeos back.

			He would have fallen if not for the stone at his back. The reprieve was short-lived, as Ydri slammed up against him, boots churning the rocky dirt as she used her shield to slowly crush Skeos.

			He tried to squirm free, but Ydri might as well have been part of the boulder. Pain shot up his sides, ribs creaking under the terrible pressure. He beat at her with his free hand, weak blows that did little more than knock more hair loose from her braid.

			Skeos felt along the boulder, but the stone offered nothing. There was nothing on his belt, his pouch empty but for the Riven Collar.

			Shadows crept along the edges of his vision, blotting out even Hysh’s interminable brightness. His narrowing gaze slipped to Telamon.

			The Stormcast stood spear straight, wings folded, head forward like a hunting hawk as he watched the struggle. And yet, Tela­mon’s blade remained distressingly sheathed.

			Skeos gripped the length of chain in his pouch. With a groan, he tore it free, whipping the heavy links into the side of Ydri’s head.

			He felt her go rigid, then, miraculously, the pressure relented.

			Skeos drew in ragged breaths of air, wheezing through ribs that felt as if they’d just been rolled over by a steam tank.

			Ydri stood a few paces away, one hand pressed to her bleeding scalp. Her shield lay in the dirt, but she raised her blade, squinting through the blood.

			Skeos took a faltering step forward, then glanced around. More of the clan had come. Warriors edged the ring of stones, backed by grey-haired elders. Skeos could even see children peering from the rocks above, no different than the crowds that ringed the duelling fields on Dracothion’s Day.

			The unfairness of it all burned in his cheeks. Skeos had not abandoned Eldingar, had not even known it save as a place from his father’s stories. Why did it fall to him to right ancient wrongs?

			The chain hung heavy in his hand, the weight of so many names, so much history, seeming to drag him down.

			‘Go on.’ Although Telamon spoke softly, it was as if the Stormcast stood right next to Skeos.

			Letting his sabre clatter to the stone, Skeos knelt, holding out the broken chain to Ydri. ‘Take it.’

			She cocked her head. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘I am prince of nothing,’ he replied. ‘You have more claim to this than I ever did.’

			Ydri took a step forward, carefully, as if expecting a trap.

			‘Eldingar is gone. If we are to build upon the ruins, it must be something new.’ Skeos turned to face the assembled tribe. ‘You will all be welcome in Eldingar, not as subjects, not as strangers, but as friends and allies.’

			There were murmurs among the assembled clans. Hollow-eyed men and women exchanged sideways glances. An unexpected twinge of sorrow coiled in Skeos’ breast. What horrors they must have endured over the long years. Skeos had been in Eldingar for barely a week, and already his sleep was plagued with nightmares.

			‘I have not suffered as you have.’ He took an unsteady step towards the crowd, arms spread wide. ‘But I know what it is to dwell in the shadow of Eldingar. I saw it claim my father, just as it claimed his mother before him. Princes without a kingdom, lost, forgotten. I did not abandon you, but I carry the sting of that betrayal. All I wish is to make it right.’

			They made no reply, still as stones in the afternoon light. Even so, for the first time since Skeos had landed, there were no spears pointed at him.

			He resolved to take that as a good omen.

			Looking back to Ydri, Skeos was surprised to see a thoughtful frown on the chieftain’s craggy face. Hardly daring to believe his words had actually moved her, he extended a hand.

			‘I do not ask your allegiance, only that you stand with me. You know as well as I that neither of us has the strength to do this alone.’

			The hint of a smile nestled in the corner of Ydri’s lips. ‘You best not be propositioning me, boy. I’m old enough to be your mother.’

			‘Perish the thought.’ Skeos grinned back.

			‘’Tis a poor host indeed who watches fools slaughtered on her very doorstep.’ She sighed. ‘Fly back to your camp, prince. I’ll have supplies sent down.’

			‘Thank you,’ Skeos said.

			‘Keep your chain.’ Ydri pressed it back towards Skeos. ‘Prepare your warriors. When the flesh-eaters come, so shall we.’

			With a grateful nod, Skeos limped back over to glower up at Telamon.

			‘If you wanted me dead, it would have been quicker to kill me yourself.’

			‘I fight Sigmar’s battles, not yours,’ the Stormcast replied.

			‘I thought they were one and the same.’

			‘Perhaps now they are.’ Telamon nodded. ‘You wanted the clans’ respect – you have it.’

			‘And a dozen new bruises in the bargain.’ Skeos pressed a hand to his side, happy not to feel the sharp stab of broken ribs. ‘If it is all the same to you, I think I shall ride down with the provisions.’

			‘Good,’ Telamon said. ‘It will give me time to scout the enemy’s positions.’

			With typical abruptness, the Stormcast spread his glittering wings, shooting upward in a gust that almost dashed Skeos’ head against a nearby boulder. There were awed murmurs from among the gathered villagers, hands raised to shield their eyes from the Hyshian glare as they watched Telamon disappear against the brilliant sky.

			Smiling what he hoped was his most charming smile, Skeos turned back to Ydri.

			‘I don’t suppose you have room for one more on those wagons?’

			Indira the Gilded, Hesjeret, Kytharedes, Oranu Wallbreaker – Skeos let the links slip through his fingers, the names of his noble ancestors echoing in the hollows of his memory. He knew the stories by heart. When deep in his cups, which was often, Skeos’ father would recount the glories of the departed kingdoms, savouring victories and mighty deeds like fine wine long ago run to vinegar.

			Tales of how Indira tricked the prideful Lumineth into plating her royal palace in gold, or how Hesjeret scoured every crystal horror from the Prism Peaks – they had been the background of Skeos’ life, a mighty wind bearing him towards his birthright. As far back as he could remember, Skeos had known he would be the one to reclaim his long-lost home.

			Even in his soberest dreams, he had never expected to reclaim Eldingar like this.

			The ox-cart rattled down the switchback. Skeos hissed as one particularly egregious rut jarred his bruised ribs. He considered asking the woman wielding the reins to show more care, but sympathy seemed unlikely given the sour expression she had given when Skeos climbed atop the bundles of dried sausages, bandages and shiverwheat flour.

			At last, the Freeguild camp came into view. Weighed against the vast carpet of ruins spread around it, the camp seemed a small, fragile thing, little more than a fleck of worn fresco clinging to the wall of a once great temple.

			With a scowl, Skeos stuffed the chain back into his pouch. He remembered the jewels studding Arakhir’s skin, the filthy silks and debased finery. It sickened him to think the ghoul king might be some distant grand-uncle, fallen to cannibalism and depravity over the long, cruel centuries.

			Skeos had been beyond arrogant to think his hastily ­assembled regiment could uproot ages of horror and devastation, yet he could not help but imagine the greatness of what had once stood upon these crumbling stones. He saw the elegant curve of King Oranu’s ring towers, the glittering skeletal framework of Queen Indira’s golden palace.

			The variegated light of the Prism Peaks cast colourful shadows along the shattered walls, and for a moment, Skeos could imagine everything as it once was, but only for a moment.

			‘Stay where you are.’ The order came from behind a barricade of piled rubble. A moment later, a scowling, bearded face poked over the crest. ‘One more step and we’ll open fire.’

			‘Stand down!’ Skeos hopped down from the cart, hands raised. ‘I have brought aid from the Prism Peak clans.’

			‘He’s back.’ The guard ducked behind the wall. After some low conversation behind the stones, his head reappeared. ‘Walk forward. Slowly.’

			The broken cart that served as a makeshift gate was dragged aside, and Skeos entered the camp. Inside, he recognised Sergeant Wull. Unfortunately, the man’s surliness seemed only to have worsened with time.

			‘All right, lads, take him.’

			Skeos gave an undignified squawk as a spear butt cracked across the back of his legs. Rough hands seized his arms while another soldier snatched Skeos’ sabre from its sheath.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			Wull sneered. ‘Dealing with a traitor.’

			‘But I brought supplies,’ Skeos protested as he was dragged to his feet, a soldier on each arm. ‘The clans will fight alongside us.’

			‘Rob us, more likely.’ Wull gave an ugly laugh. ‘Those carts are probably full of bloody savages.’

			‘I command you to–’

			Wull’s fist rocked Skeos’ head back. ‘Take him to Trask.’

			Soldiers gathered to watch as Skeos was marched unceremon­iously through the camp, then shoved to his knees before a makeshift altar to Sigmar.

			‘I wondered if you would have the nerve to come back.’ Trask lit one of the candles arranged around the rough hammer shape.

			‘What have you done?’ Skeos asked.

			‘You flew away.’ Trask turned to frown down at him. ‘What else would you have me do?’

			‘I am back now – with supplies and aid.’

			‘From the barbarians?’ Trask asked.

			‘The clans, yes.’ Skeos tried to stand and was pushed back down. ‘They will join us in the battle to come.’

			‘Or pick our bones once the ghouls are done.’ Trask glanced around. ‘Even the Stormcast has deserted you.’

			‘Telamon scouts the enemy,’ Skeos replied. ‘If we march forth, we can lure the beasts from their lairs so the clans can slip around their flank.’

			‘You would have us picked apart in open field on the word of mountain-worshipping savages?’ Trask slashed a callused hand through the air. ‘We have fortified the camp.’

			‘You will not survive the night.’ Skeos looked to the gathered soldiers. ‘I know I have failed you, and I know I have much to answer for, but by Sigmar’s holy name, you must believe me. I know Arakhir, and I know how to defeat him.’

			‘And how do you know this beast?’ Trask knelt to look Skeos in the eye.

			‘Because I was him.’ Skeos swallowed. ‘Arrogant and foolish, convinced of my own superiority. Arakhir and his monsters believe themselves the heirs of Eldingar, just as I did. If we march out, their twisted concept of nobility will compel them to meet us in open battle.’

			‘You place a surprising amount of faith in those beasts.’

			Skeos bowed his head before the altar. ‘Sometimes, faith is all we have.’

			There were mutters from the surrounding soldiers – far better than the shouts and jeers Skeos expected.

			Trask raised a hand to silence the murmurs, then stood to look down at Skeos. For a moment, Skeos was reminded of Telamon’s unflinching scrutiny.

			‘If we do not stand together, we will be torn apart.’ Skeos met Trask’s gaze. ‘You command the sortie. Put me in the front ranks. If I am wrong, I shall be the first to fall.’

			The deacon took a long, slow breath. ‘Those wagons, do they truly hold supplies?’

			Skeos nodded.

			Trask bent. For a moment, Skeos thought the deacon was going to strike him, but the warrior priest caught his shoulder and pulled him to his feet.

			‘Then we march with full bellies.’

			The night brought death. Boiling from the ruins like maggots from rotten meat, the ghouls came scrabbling across the broken stone, their pallid flesh luminous in the Hyshian gloom.

			The surviving Freeguilders had marched from the safety of camp to take position on a mound of gilded rubble. On Skeos’ suggestion, Trask had ordered the soldiers into a tight square – swords backed by spears, archers and gunners huddling atop the low hill. It wasn’t much, but it gave them the elevation to make their few remaining volleys count.

			‘Seems your pet Stormcast has abandoned us,’ Wull muttered from behind Skeos. Trask had paired them together, perhaps to test Skeos’ resolve.

			‘He will come. As will the clans.’ Skeos raised his sabre, dagger low in his off hand. He could see flesh-eaters among the mouldering stones, packs calling to one another as they moved to surround the tiny hill, well out of firing range. Skeos had expected the howls of hunting animals. Instead, snatches of song drifted down on charnel winds, martial melodies distorted by broken fangs and ripping jaws.

			With a snap of crystalline wings, Telamon alighted on the crest of a fallen battlement. The Stormcast’s arrival was greeted by a ragged sigh, almost as if the soldiers had been holding their collective breaths.

			‘When you came, there was but one prince among you.’ Telamon unshuttered his lantern, letting the motes of light play across the battlefield. ‘Now, you all stand as lords and ladies – warriors of Hammerhal, knights of ancient Eldingar. Sigmar sees each and every one of you, and by the end of this night, he shall know your names!’

			Skeos found himself cheering along with the soldiers, swept along by the Stormcast’s words. Although he had not slept in days, the light of Telamon’s lantern lent tingling strength to tired muscles, clarity to thought.

			The ghouls’ eyes glinted like beasts’ in the evening gloom. They scuttled like lizards, movements loose and unnatural as they crawled along walls and over piles of mossy stone. Their putrid stink settled across the battlefield in a thick, noxious cloud.

			Gunfire boomed from up the rise, and the foremost ghouls pitched to the rocky ground. Skeos had just enough time to feel a swell of pride that his gunners had managed a cohesive volley, then the beasts were on him.

			Wull speared a ghoul through the chest, and Skeos stepped forward to hack off the beast’s head, kicking it free of Wull’s spear. Another sprang at him, silk-wrapped bone club arcing down. Skeos sidestepped the blow and aimed a cut at the ghoul’s chest. It brought its club up in a credible parry, a grin stretched across its jagged maw.

			The beast’s smile slipped as Skeos’ sabre cleaved through the ancient bone and deep into its cadaverous chest. Rather than defend itself, the creature simply stared at the severed bone.

			‘Impossible–’

			Skeos ended the ghoul’s astonishment with a dagger to the eye. A pained screech from overhead caused him to glance up. Telamon engaged several of the batlike abominations, blade glittering as he darted among the murmuration of tattered wings. Skeos saw him hack a hissing beast from the air, then shear abruptly to slash the razored edge of his wings across the throat of another. The crack of handguns from atop the rise served as proof of the Stormcast’s skill, as Telamon single-handedly defended the firing position from above.

			With an unearthly roar, a beast of bone and knotted muscle bulled through the snarling mass of ghouls. Although larger than an ogor, it was hunched almost double, its grey flesh pierced with rings and gilded spikes. A row of sharp spines ran along its back, and upon them were pierced a score of helms – some rusted and ancient, others still sporting the heads of their former owners.

			‘Whoso stands against me doeth at his peril!’ The beast smashed a swordsman to the ground with a sweep of its jagged club.

			Sergeant Wull drove his spear into the creature’s gnarled chest, but the monster only laughed, reaching down to snap the shaft like a mouldering twig. It kicked out with one clawed foot to send the sergeant tumbling back, then raised its club to crush the flailing man.

			Skeos buried his dagger in the beast’s sinewy calf. It swatted at him with one clawed hand. Even delivered off balance, the blow dented Skeos’ breastplate. Wheezing, he gripped his sabre two-handed, hacking at the gnarled leg like a woodcutter felling a particularly stubborn tree.

			At last, the beast crumpled with an outraged howl.

			Before it could push up, Skeos stepped forward to deliver a heavy overhand blow. His sword bit deep, half-congealed gore spattering his cheek. Skeos did not relent, chopping down again and again until the abomination stopped its hideous thrashing.

			Heart hammering in his ears, he pulled Wull to his feet.

			The sergeant stared at him wide-eyed. ‘You saved my life.’

			‘Return the favour.’ Skeos grinned. ‘But first, find another spear.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Wull offered a sloppy, if heartfelt, salute, and hurried away.

			Above, Telamon dispatched the last of the winged beasts, but the fight was going less well along the rest of the Sigmarite line. What started as a tight square had dissolved into a rough melee, Freeguilders pushed back by the seemingly endless tide of screeching, spitting horrors. Skeos saw Trask crush the skull of a flailing ghoul only to stumble as another leapt on his back.

			Rubble shifting under his boots, Skeos sprinted over to slash at the back of the beast’s neck.

			‘Your plan worked.’ With a snarl, Trask pushed free of the twitching ghoul. ‘Seems every nightmare in this vile city is howling for our blood.’

			‘They come.’ Telamon landed next to them, sword extended to point into the distant shadows.

			Skeos squinted into the gloom. He flinched, expecting some new horror to crawl from the shadows. Instead, the dim shapes resolved into a mass of bellowing tribesmen, swords and axes glinting in the murk as they fell upon the disorganised mass of flesh-eaters. Skeos saw Ydri knock a hissing ghoul to the ground, then open another wide with a chop of her heavy-bladed sword.

			‘Forward, sons of Sigmar!’ Trask stomped off, hammer held overhead. ‘Crush them between us!’

			The surviving Freeguilders renewed their assault, pushing back down the hill. For the first time, it was the ghouls who fell back, tearing at each other in a wild frenzy.

			Skeos moved to follow Trask, but Telamon raised an arm to bar his path.

			‘We are finally driving them back.’ Skeos waved his sword at the fight.

			‘Arakhir awaits the proper moment, the proper place.’ Telamon scanned the battlefield, then nodded at a distant rise covered with struggling ghouls and Freeguilders. ‘There.’

			Skeos opened his mouth to respond only to have his breath snatched away as the Stormcast gripped him by the shoulder and leapt into the air.

			Cold wind knifed through the gaps in Skeos’ armour and brought tears to his eyes. Through the blur he saw the air above the rise pulse like a heat mirage, the shadows of the combatants below seeming to lengthen as if caught by an invisible source of light.

			Arakhir exploded from the ground in a cloud of night-dark shadows. They swirled around the creature like flecks of razored obsidian, shredding flesh and bone. Freeguild and Prism Peak warriors fell back shrieking, sprays of arterial blood like cut rubies in the Hyshian half-light.

			Telamon hit the ground at a run, lantern raised. Corrupted bodies twisted and writhed, pierced through by the brilliant spear of light.

			‘Stay close.’ Telamon set Skeos down almost gently before drawing his blade. The Stormcast moved through the press like he was hacking through thick brush. Pallid flesh parted with every sweep of his azure wings and every slash of his blade cleaved rotten bone. Skeos trailed in his wake, his sabre dispatching any ghouls stubborn enough to rise.

			Arakhir cackled and clapped its taloned hands. Its gore-streaked muzzle twisted in a rictus of mad glee, the ghoul king twirled through the battle, moving in horrifying parody of a courtly dance.

			Two clansmen attacked the beast, only to have the ghoul king weave between their swinging blades, then reach out, almost lovingly, as it slipped by. Its talons traced crimson lines down their necks, carving through throat and spine.

			Spinning, Arakhir caught the severed heads. The monster lifted the grisly trophies to its cracked lips, drinking deep of the arterial flow.

			Tossing both aside, the ghoul king offered Telamon a mocking bow. ‘Won’t you join the dance?’

			Telamon charged, his sword a glittering blur as it sped towards Arakhir’s neck. The ghoul king fell to all fours like a beast of prey, and the blade cut the air over its scabrous head.

			Arakhir leapt for Telamon, slapping the lantern from his grip. Claws struck sparks from holy sigmarite, etching jagged lines into the Stormcast’s pauldron and breastplate. Telamon recovered quickly and brought a sharp wing slashing around. Arakhir brushed the blow aside like a swatch of bothersome drapery, reaching up to drag its claws through the Stormcast’s crystalline feathers.

			Telamon grunted, snapping his jagged wings from the ghoul king’s taloned grip.

			Skeos leapt back to avoid the rain of shattered gems, then lunged at the beast’s leg, only to have it sidestep his slash. Bonelessly, it twisted to cup his chin, and for a moment they were face to face.

			‘Such a bright boy,’ the ghoul king crooned. ‘Soon you shall sup at my table. What a feast it shall be.’

			Telamon’s blade came arcing down, and Arakhir spun away, laughing.

			‘That monster is toying with us,’ Skeos said as Telamon stepped to his side. The Stormcast’s broken wing hung loose and limp, crackles of cobalt lightning bleeding from broken feathers.

			‘Then we must see he takes this seriously.’ Telamon reached up to remove his helmet.

			‘You!’ The jagged grin fell from Arakhir’s face. ‘Even from beyond the grave, you would deny me my birthright?’

			Eyes blazing like twin pyres, Arakhir leapt for Telamon, snarling like a frenzied beast.

			The Stormcast whipped his blade up. Its edge slid along Arakhir’s arm to pierce the leathery flesh just below the creature’s shoulder. Ignoring the wound, the ghoul king caught Telamon in a horrible embrace.

			The Stormcast’s blade burst from Arakhir’s back even as the ghoul king’s talons pierced the backplate of Telamon’s armour.

			Telamon twisted his blade, sawing through tainted flesh. Howling, Arakhir snapped its head forward to bite deep into the Stormcast’s cheek. They fell to the ground, still locked together.

			Legs trembling, Skeos edged closer, looking for an opening as the two titans strained for position.

			With a triumphant shriek, Arakhir clambered atop the Stormcast. The creature threw its monstrous head back, broken bottle jaws stretched wide as it called to the darkling sky.

			‘For Eldingar!’

			The ghoul king lunged.

			The edge of Skeos’ sabre cut deep into the side of Arakhir’s throat. The ghoul king gave a burbling hiss, turning to claw at Skeos.

			One of Telamon’s gauntleted fists shot up to catch Arakhir’s wrist, his other locking tight around the ghoul king’s free arm.

			Knowing he had not the time for another swing, Skeos leapt upon Arakhir’s back. He reached around, bare-handed, to grab the blade of his sabre. The ghoul king bucked and twisted, but Telamon held the creature fast while Skeos gritted his teeth and sawed the edge of his sword across its knotted throat.

			The sharp forward edge of the blade cut into Skeos’ fingers, his hand slick with blood. But he hung on grimly, eyes shut against the pain as he worked the blade through muscle and bone.

			At last, the ghoul king’s hideous head fell free.

			‘For Eldingar, indeed.’ Panting, Skeos pushed free of the twitching corpse. He tore a strip from his doublet to wrap about his wounded hand.

			Telamon pushed to his feet, then bent to drag his starblade from the ghoul king’s chest. The Stormcast’s cheek was a mess of blood and torn flesh, but he seemed hardly to notice.

			All around, the surviving flesh-eaters fled, the death of their king sending them scuttling back to their filthy holes and shadowed crypts.

			Flushed from exertion, Ydri came hurrying up the rise, stopping short when she caught sight of the headless corpse.

			‘By the sacred slopes, you’ve actually done it.’

			‘It was Skeos’ blade that took the beast’s head,’ Telamon said.

			Skeos looked at the Stormcast, wide-eyed.

			Ydri knelt to retrieve a broken spear and, with a grunt, rammed it through the ghoul king’s head.

			‘Here.’ She held the spear out to Skeos. ‘The lads will want to see this.’

			Numbly, Skeos took it in his unwounded hand and stumbled down the hill. Ragged cheers rose from around him, tired at first but gradually gaining in strength until they seemed to bear him forward like a strong wind. He saw Wull and Trask among the lines, eyes bright, weapons thrust towards the gleaming sky as they shouted Skeos’ name.

			He stole a glance back to see Telamon still on the rise. ­Unmoving as a marble column, the Stormcast watched him, gaze distant, a lopsided smile on his bloodied face.

			Skeos was tired. The relief of Arakhir’s death was tempered by the knowledge that many flesh-eaters yet survived – scattered, but dangerous nonetheless.

			That was a problem for tomorrow night. At the moment, Skeos wanted only to roll himself in a blanket and sleep until the next age. But first, he needed answers.

			He found Telamon in the remains of Indira’s ruined palace. Head bowed, the Stormcast knelt in what might have once been the throne room.

			‘Trask tells me you are departing.’

			‘The enemies of Sigmar are many,’ Telamon replied. ‘I am needed elsewhere.’

			‘And yet you remain.’

			Telamon lifted his head. It was a testament to the Stormcast’s inhuman vigour that the wound on his face was already scabbed over, the cut-gem feathers of his broken wing almost completely restored.

			‘You have something to say, prince?’

			Skeos drew in a slow breath. ‘Why did you tell Ydri I killed Arakhir?’

			‘Was it not the truth?’

			‘You know as well as I that without you, I would have been the ghoul king’s plaything.’

			‘I am Stormcast – glory matters little.’ Telamon stood, brushing dust from his armour. ‘You, however…’

			‘So this was all just a part of your plan?’

			‘I could not defeat Arakhir and his followers alone,’ Telamon replied. ‘And you still have a kingdom to forge.’

			‘But why me?’ Skeos asked. ‘Trask is twice the fighter, and his faith in Sigmar is unshakeable.’

			Telamon gave a thin smile. ‘Trask is not a prince of Eldingar.’

			‘Is that it, then?’ Skeos asked. ‘Is my blood the only reason?’

			‘Your blood called to Arakhir, but it was not the reason I chose you.’

			‘So I was merely part of your plan to lure out the ghoul king?’

			Telamon inclined his head. ‘A part, yes.’

			‘Then why not my father? My grandmother? Any of my thrice-damned line?’

			‘They were not ready.’

			Skeos reddened. ‘And I am?’

			‘Not yet, but perhaps soon.’

			Skeos waited, but the Stormcast did not appear willing to elaborate. Skeos chewed his lip, the question he had been meaning to ask burning in his chest.

			‘At the battle, Arakhir recognised your face.’ Skeos looked up at the Stormcast. ‘What was the ghoul king to you?’

			‘The same as it was to you – a thing best forgotten.’

			Skeos sighed. Had he truly expected Telamon to speak plainly for once?

			‘Be that as it may, you saved my life,’ Skeos continued. ‘I am but a man, but if there is ever anything I can do to repay you…’

			The Stormcast’s expression turned strange. ‘The Riven Collar, do you still have it?’

			‘I do.’ Skeos drew the heavy chain from his pouch.

			‘See that it is reforged.’

			‘You have my word.’

			‘Good.’ Telamon drew something from within his breastplate, threaded on a cord around the Stormcast’s neck. With a jerk, he snapped the leather thong and dropped the whole into Skeos’ hands.

			With a sweep of elegantly pinioned wings, Telamon swept up into the sky, feathers splintering the light of Hysh into shards of azure brightness.

			Skeos looked down at his hands. In them was a link of silvery chain, broken at one end. Seeing the name etched upon the metal, Skeos drew in a quick breath. Tears prickled in his eyes as he searched the brilliant sky for Telamon.

			But the Stormcast was gone – nothing more than a memory, and a promise.

		

	
		
			 

			MONSTERS

			Noah Van Nguyen

		

	
		
			 

			Yndrasta was coming in too fast.

			Through gusts of wind and gouts of rain, the Shyishan hill swelled beneath her. She could make out a tor of dusk-grey stone, a baleful realmgate perched atop it. A midnight-black battle line of Stormcast Eternals held back the horrors pouring from the portal’s dismal spell-light. Watching them was like watching a dark fist grip wine from a spilt cask. The gibbering tide leaked through the battle line’s fingers, running over its hands. 

			Yndrasta grimaced. The Anvils of the Heldenhammer needed her. They needed her now.

			She tucked her wings, tightened her approach, ignoring her speed. Wind buffeted her. Rain pelted her sigmarite warplate like barbarian arrows. Off her flank, the Knight-Venator and his flight of Prosecutors chased to keep up. They were Anvils of the Heldenhammer, too, dark-hearted and sombre. Stormcast like Yndrasta but only half-willing allies, pulled into her hunt by the force of her will, by the terrible gravity of her legend. They did not fear Yndrasta. For Stormcasts never feared.

			But they were wary.

			Before the realmgate, through slashes of rain, a Lord of Change leered. The capricious greater daemon had never been christened in mortal syllables. The shamans called it only the Anomia, the nameless one. Even the Anvils had been reluctant to face the soul-eater’s tricks.

			To Yndrasta, it was only prey. She was the slayer.

			She dived. Her allies soared behind her and their fusillade picked up. Thrice-blessed arrows and stormcall javelins cracked like lightning into the crag-crowded hilltop, hammering back the daemonic tide. Gabbling Pink Horrors split asunder. Each ruined half morphed into a more diminutive blue daemon, weeping and morose. Then those were obliterated, and then again the things which their deaths spawned.

			Ungiving, the Anvils held the hill’s brow. They chanted Yndrasta’s name, awaiting her arrival. She wondered if they relished the kill as she did. She wondered if it made their hearts pulse and their blood race.

			Shyish bulged closer. Behind the Anomia, the baleful realmgate’s components floated in eerie patterns. Soon it would activate. Unless Yndrasta killed the Anomia first, the creature would escape.

			A bolt of sorcerous flame streamed just past her shoulder, scorching her pinions. An ice-white flash and the crack of thunder told her one of the Prosecutors had not made it. Yndrasta hardly noticed. The kill. There was only the kill.

			The Anomia screeched. Its clawed arms began unfolding in concentric shapes. Its vulture-features hardened into scabrous corners, then swirled into a storm of kaleidoscopic light. Rain-soaked plumage and mottled flesh inflated into recursive bubbles. What emerged from the mutative storm was sickening and imponderable. Wings, upon wings. Eyes, upon eyes. Discs of bronze and purposeless flame. The sight was ineff­able, profound…

			And pathetic. The Anomia was afraid. To protect itself, the daemon had abandoned its physical form. Now it was harmless and invulnerable.

			But invulnerability wouldn’t stop Yndrasta. She clenched her jaw, sheered left, barely controlling her descent. This gale reeked of malign magic, a cheap and clever defence. She wouldn’t get another pass. She wouldn’t make it–

			She landed, hard. The maddening visage of the Anomia glared down at her from its place on the tor. Yndrasta didn’t stop to admire the abomination. Elegant, efficient, she hefted her holy spear, Thengavar, to her shoulder. She transferred the momentum from her reckless landing into a run up, recruiting every muscle in her body into the coming throw. Force passed up the axis of her, from her big toes through her spine to the tips of her fingers. Yndrasta heard the sound of her breath, felt the wind whip it from her lungs; she smelled the Shyishan petrichor in the rain, reeking of death, and relished its taste on her lips.

			From the Stormcast battle line, orders were given to withdraw. The warriors pounded back, step by step, making way, but not for the daemons. They chanted Yndrasta’s many epithets, awaited her killing blow.

			And Yndrasta’s throw was perfect. Thengavar, sister-in-steel to the God-King’s own Ghal Maraz, flew. The glistering weapon whistled through the storm, shrinking into the Anomia’s swirling mass, penetrating into…

			Into its very…

			Her eyes hollow, her shoulders heaving, Yndrasta scanned the Anomia’s spectral mass. Thengavar had disappeared. It did not return. She had… missed.

			Or Thengavar had missed? The concept felt so unreal Yndrasta wasn’t even sure how to express it. She drew her runeblade. There would be a time to contemplate the impossibility of what had just happened. 

			First, the Anomia. She was the slayer. 

			Yndrasta roared and charged the maddening monstrosity upon the dais. But the ground folded beneath her, and she stumbled. Her wings flapped, but it was like flying through aether. The air was gone, sucked from the hilltop as if by bellows. A spell-trap, Yndrasta realised. Another cheap sorcerer’s trick. But it had its effect, and Yndrasta tumbled into the earthen maw which opened beneath her. She plummeted.

			Somewhere far above her, a sick thing laughed.

			When the air finally returned, it was useless. Yndrasta barely slowed her descent with a well-timed pulse of her wings. She crashed hard into a pool. Metal clanged on stone. Water doused her. She felt ill, unable to breathe, and ripped the sigmarite bevor from her warplate. She let it dangle, gasped. The air was cool, crisp. She was alive. Alive…

			And nowhere near her quarry.

			Yndrasta shouted until she went hoarse. She punched the water’s surface, soaking herself again. She had been so close. Right there, on the verge!

			Water dripping from her drenched features, Yndrasta huffed and quieted, finding some pale source of calmness within her. It was a wretched, futile thing. She felt humiliated. Like a hole had been bored through the core of her and she could not cover it up. She ran her mind over those sanity-curdling moments. The Anomia, that monstrosity of flame and wings and geometrically unsound shapes. The universe folding upon itself within the baleful realmgate. Thengavar disappearing, as if it had never even been thrown. 

			She shook her head. The recollections made her feel as if her soul had begun to run. Now she was compromised, half warped…

			That feeling would fade. So would the humiliation. But Thengavar… Yndrasta batted at the water again. The shaman court had promised Thengavar could pierce the Anomia’s wards. Either they were lying or they had been fooled. The fault was not hers. Yndrasta was not perfect, not by any stretch, but she had thrown her spear true. Thengavar did not miss.

			A black mirror of knee-deep water pooled around her. The mere rippled with Yndrasta’s silvered reflection. She glared at the misshapen image of herself, wondering about what she saw. A long blade of silver hair, shaved temples. Her face, snow-pale, high-cheeked. A pair of ugly scars crossing one eye from brow to jawline.

			She had been broken. So many times.

			So what? This was far from over. Failure changed nothing. Yndrasta had come to Shyish to slay the Anomia, and she would not leave until that was done. The kill vitalised her. It was all she lived for. 

			Her eyes wandered. She was in some kind of miraculous grotto beneath the ground, untouched by war despite the carnage above. The clamour of the battle on the hill echoed here, far below. She must return, lest the Anvils sell their lives for nothing. The Shyishan Stormhost made for a gloomy lot, and Yndrasta wouldn’t give them more reason to pine over their dark fates and Reforged souls, or to spread more rumours of her heartlessness among the Stormcast. She was cruel, yes. But not needlessly so.

			Yndrasta flexed her wings, preparing to leave, but something stayed her. A feeling. She glanced around. A tree loomed over the water. An ancient willow, its fronds stroking the surface of the void-black pool. Dead light gleamed beyond its whips of foliage, illuminating strange pixies in the grotto’s air.

			Yndrasta wrinkled her nose. This place smelled… unusual. Of death. And life everlasting, like the sterile corridors of Sigmaron’s Soul Mills. And roasted meat.

			‘Sigmar?’ spoke a stranger, his voice gravelly from disuse.

			Yndrasta turned, her armour creaking with her gentle movement. Beneath the wizened willow, a hulking man-thing hunkered over a guttering flame. He was a big boar of a mortal, like an ogor-son, all muscle and just enough fat to provide protection from a good blade. Beside him, a strutted-up pot straddled a small fire like a Khainite cauldron in miniature.

			The mortal stepped from the darkness, glaring. A tuft of braided hair dangled from his pate to his chest, black as the day the realms would die. A thick moustache weighed down his mouth, each end hanging almost to his hips, like reins on a dracoth’s bit. And his skin: it was hardened and black like coal, like the charred flesh of the vermin he roasted on a bent spit beside his pot. The rocky char had worn away in some places. In the palms of his hands, the folds of his joints. Those crannies shone like burnished bronze. But what held Yndrasta’s attention were his eyes. Smouldering red gems, enchanted with formidable magic.

			Yndrasta tensed. Something deep within her, something immutable and untouched by her Reforgings, detected a threat. This mortal was dangerous.

			He leaned in. His cliff-wide brow smoothed. ‘You’re not Sigmar.’

			‘I am Yndrasta.’ Her voice was husky, overused. ‘I am Sigmar’s huntress and slayer. Who are you?’

			The mortal’s ruby-eyes lifted. He glanced to the fleshy trunk of the great willow. There, propped up against the tree, a double-headed battle-axe resplendent with power. Yndrasta could feel the pulse of its war-heart beating in her breast. She could taste its marvellous heat on the air. That was a weapon of Azyr if ever she had seen one.

			The mortal’s eyes returned to her.

			Yndrasta raised her finger. ‘Don’t.’

			The man-thing tumbled towards the axe like an avalanche.

			Yndrasta ripped her wings through the air. She lurched up, sailing through the willow fronds, and landed gracefully between the stranger and his weapon.

			He staggered to a halt. Yndrasta’s drawn sword prodded into his neck, just beneath those dracoth reins. The blade’s tip rasped against his coal-black skin. Beside them, the battle-axe’s presence felt like a great weight. Lift it, and the world might keel over on its side, and they’d both slide off to the bottom of the universe.

			‘Why would Sigmar come here?’ Yndrasta said.

			The mortal’s eyes shimmered. He had a desperate look to him. His hands seemed tense, ready to shield himself, or gouge out her eyes. Whichever he felt might save his life, Yndrasta thought.

			‘You’re a stranger,’ he said, uneasy. ‘You burst into my home, armed and mantled like you came to slay godbeasts. But it’s only me here. And I’d say that warrants me reaching for my woodsplitter.’

			Woodsplitter. The weapon radiated the heat of dead suns.

			This man – and he was a man, Yndrasta could smell his humanity like a prey-thing’s spoor – was old. He stood with a wizard’s stoop. An antiquated rhotic trill pattered from his tongue like a drumroll, harkening to ages Yndrasta had never known. And his burnt hide. And that bronze, like an encasement beneath the coal scars. And that axe – worldsplitter might be the better word…

			Yndrasta had spent months hunting the Anomia. She knew well the legends which surrounded it.

			‘You’re Voyi,’ she said.

			The man’s scoff was like a volcanic eruption. ‘No. I’m tired. Go back where you came from. Leave me alone.’

			Yndrasta lifted her chin. ‘When Sigmar’s pantheon still ruled from Highheim, the gods had champions. Mortals, who fought in their names. Sigmar chose some fated few to lead them, as he would later choose us Stormcast. They received his blessings. From Grungni the Maker, and the God-King himself. Eyes wrought from earthfire. Or enchanted flesh, to resist the Dark Powers’ corroding touch.’

			‘I don’t like this story,’ the man interrupted.

			Yndrasta gave a dry laugh, but her lips were flat and her eyes were stony. ‘No. I shouldn’t think you would, Voyi.’

			The pits in his eyes flared. Then his face smoothed. He said nothing, as if silence could make the revelation go away.

			Yndrasta spared an unkind smile. ‘Voyi. The Unblessed, the Traitor, whom Sigmar entrusted with the defence of Sigmaron in his hour of need, and who betrayed him. You are Voyi. You are the Unremembered One.’

			Voyi stared. ‘Not as unremembered as I’d like.’

			‘I know you,’ Yndrasta said. ‘From the first sagas. I’m one of the few.’

			Voyi froze. ‘Then you’re in his confidence.’

			‘Yes.’

			His lips pursed. ‘Then you know what I know.’

			Yndrasta nodded. ‘He is not a forgiving god. He knows spite. He knows malice.’

			‘And he does not forget old slights, it seems. Even after an age.’ Voyi’s eyes lowered to Yndrasta’s sword. ‘Get on with it.’

			Yndrasta shook her head. ‘You defeated the Anomia in the Age of Myth. Tell me how. I’ll pray mercy for you, when I tell the God-King you live.’

			Doubt clouded the heat in Voyi’s eyes. ‘The Anomia? Am I not a fair prize?’

			‘I hunt monsters, not traitors,’ Yndrasta said. ‘The Anomia is my chosen quarry. You are nothing.’

			Voyi hmphed. ‘I’d wondered what the ruckus was. You’re one of those he replaced us with. Stormcast Eternals. Didn’t think I’d be so fortunate as to meet one.’

			Yndrasta canted her head. ‘You have a bizarre view of fortune.’

			‘Maybe.’ Voyi chuckled. ‘But there is poetry to you, eh? Monsters, hunting monsters.’

			Yndrasta’s features went hard as ice. ‘I am no monster.’

			‘Yes. You are. You’re the monsters he replaced us with. Loyal little thunder golems, clad in metal which is named after him.’ Voyi’s nostrils flared. ‘The Great Enemy has daemons. Now so does he. Even picks you from among the dead. Or sometimes he saves you the trouble of dying, plucks you when you’re ripe as roses.’ He spat. ‘That’s all we are to him. Raw material.’

			Yndrasta’s eye twitched. It was easy to imagine betraying Voyi’s survival to Sigmar. She began to think she looked forward to it. Maybe she’d even be the one sent for him. And why not? He was human, yes. But he was irksome and a renegade, and even humans could be monsters.

			Voyi had power in him yet. Yndrasta could sense it, a lingering soul-link between him and that axe, warm and tensed, like his mountainous hands. She imagined how a duel between them might look. Voyi’s earth-shaking blows, moments behind her lightning-fast strikes. His enchanted blood spraying her armour like baptismal waters. His charred head dangling from her warplate by that barbaric braid…

			And finally, Sigmar’s merciless satisfaction as she laid his skull at the base of his throne.

			She could do it now. She had that prerogative.

			‘Tell me how you defeated it and I shall be kind,’ Yndrasta said. ‘My spear disappeared in its aura. How did you do it? Did you use that axe?’

			‘No.’

			Yndrasta raised a brow. ‘You were unarmed?’ The shaman court had mentioned such a requirement, but they had spoken in riddles she thought she hadn’t fully understood.

			‘I mean I won’t help you,’ Voyi said.

			Yndrasta straightened. ‘Why? To protect that creature?’

			Voyi nodded. ‘You get what you want, you’ll just go and tell Sigmar where I am. There’ll be no more hiding from him. And the Anomia gave me this sanctuary, gave me its word it would protect me.’

			‘That turned out as well as one might have expected,’ Yndrasta said.

			Voyi’s features hardened. ‘The daemon’s better to its word than Sigmar ever was.’

			Yndrasta’s lips curled. Those words pierced.

			‘Sigmar stands alone,’ she said. ‘So yes, his wardenship over mankind requires difficult decisions. No one expects a heathen renegade hiding in a pocket of the world to understand that. If Sigmar betrayed your trust, he must have seen you for what you were, from the very beginning. I do.’

			‘Don’t pretend you know a thing about me,’ Voyi said. ‘Sigmar’s a bastard and always was. I’ll not help you. Not if it’s the last thing I do.’ He folded his arms. ‘Or… don’t do. You understand.’

			For the span of a held breath, Yndrasta maintained her vacant expression. Then she bent with anger and roared. Her armour rattled on her shoulders. Her blade quivered at Voyi’s neck. This close, on the verge, and he dared defy her?

			‘If you won’t help’ – Yndrasta snarled, refreshing her blade grip – ‘maybe I’ll just kill you now. I think Sigmar might like that.’

			Voyi’s bold mask cracked, fear flashing across his face. He stumbled, and Yndrasta’s blade followed him. He stuttered in search of words.

			‘I’m not afraid of dying,’ he managed, firmly enough that Yndrasta thought maybe he really wasn’t. ‘Look around you. This is the afterlife of my people. The Black Pond, under the Judgement Willow. They came here, my fathers and sons, as ghosts. I died when they died. When Sigmar let them die. And when their laughter bled from these caves and their memory went to dust in the corners, I was as gone as they were. So kill me if you want. It’s what you’re made for. And you can’t possibly take any more from me than Sigmar did.’

			Yndrasta scoffed. ‘I thought you a heathen traitor. You’re only a spoilt brat. Whining about your due, after everything the God-King gave you. Everything you threw in his face.’

			Voyi’s scowl went slack. ‘Everything? You mean everything he didn’t do? Or everything he kept safe and sound in Azyr, all these ages? Pretty and eternal, just like you, even as my people went extinct! He did nothing for us. Maybe you mean everything he did for that Hag Queen, Morathi, even knowing what she was. Oh, yes. I’ve heard the rumours of your city, Anvilgard. The gheists made from its fall told me, passing through these cave walls in flight from Nagash. Sigmar’s own city, put to Khainite slaughter by Morathi’s hands. And after all he did for them. 

			‘Yet you speak of everything. Perhaps you mean everything in Sigmaron, that gleaming city with all those staring statues of him. Tell me – are the lightning bolts still everywhere? They are. Oh, I see it in your eyes, they are. Made from Ghurish marble and Hyshian gems and precious Aqshy metals. You thought it all came from Azyr? Did you even care to ask? I doubt it. Because you fight his wars – and don’t tell me you don’t, I know you do, you’re a Stormcast Eternal! – but you never notice! You bring the wars with you, and if they aren’t there when you come, they always are when you leave. 

			‘And as those starving mortals you claim to protect finally die for you, Sigmar’s at least good enough to take their souls! He melts them down, recasts them in the shape of himself, just like he does with their treasures! Not subtle. But he never has been! He’s a god, and you’re his monsters! You didn’t know, because how could you? You’re too busy preening your angel feathers and polishing your shining armour and prattling of glory! You’re too busy barging into old men’s homes and waving your sacred swords in their faces! You won’t even let me eat my supper! You’re so fearsome and noble I must go hungry to witness you!’

			Voyi’s food was burning. The pot overboiled; the flame guttered and spat.

			Yndrasta cast her gaze across the cavern. She finally saw it for what it was. A cheap refuge, built with odds and ends for a broken man with nowhere to go and no one to love him. Voyi put on a bold face and clad his indignation in sophistry, but he stood with shaking legs and a crooked back. And when Yndrasta had been angry – when she had been angry – fear ran through him like a current of lightning. She threatened a harmless man.

			Yndrasta sheathed her blade. She had fantasised about setting Voyi’s head at Sigmar’s feet. He dreamed of eating roasted vermin and slurping soup boiled with the water of his extinct tribe’s afterlife.

			‘Go and eat your food,’ she said.

			Voyi tromped back to his campfire, grumbling, not once looking back.

			Yndrasta walked a long circle around him. Even if he wasn’t pathetic, she couldn’t kill him. Not yet. She must learn the Anomia’s weakness. But Voyi wasn’t going to help, and time was running out. The distant clamour above continued – the battle had not abated – but the Anomia’s baleful realmgate could activate at any moment. Then it would be too late. Yndrasta would be left with nothing to return to her trophy halls but stinging shame and the memory of Thengavar’s loss. The Anvils of the Heldenhammer would spread rumour of her failure.

			And Sigmar…

			He had never been a forgiving god, Yndrasta thought. She had always admired him for that. And when she killed, it was for him as much as herself. But he would not forget her failure.

			Yndrasta watched Voyi settle himself to eat. She could do this. She could convince him to help her. What was it but a different kind of hunt?

			‘My spear,’ she said. ‘Thengavar. It was Sigmar’s gift to me. The Anomia stole it.’

			Voyi looked at her askance. ‘If you tried to kill it with it, that’s no wonder.’

			‘You fought the Anomia. You know exactly what it is. A monster. The daemon feeds on mortals’ souls.’

			Voyi ladled a miserable portion of mushroom-studded broth into his bowl. ‘What difference is there between that and what Sigmar does? Or the Great Necromancer? Or the Twins, or the bloody Hag Queen, or any of them? They all eat souls, even if some are pickier than others. And you Stormcasts didn’t make it out alive, either. Sigmar ate your souls. Look at you. You even talk like him.’

			Yndrasta didn’t know where to begin. ‘I am exactly where I want to be, Voyi. Were you so different?’

			He paused. ‘No. Perhaps not. But maybe that’s the problem. And I didn’t stay.’ He pulled meat from the carcass on the spit. ‘Here.’

			The corners of Yndrasta’s nose rose. No part of her wanted to answer that invitation, but she was a slayer, not a savage. ‘I am not your guest.’

			Voyi shrugged, gnawing on the stringy meat. ‘You kill things, huntress. I smell death on you, and it’s not this realm. If the fact some of those things you butcher are daemons is supposed to be proof you’re good, that’s a low mark to set.’ He swallowed. ‘Even if you are special. A monster slayer, you say.’

			‘Not a monster, if that is your meaning.’

			‘Take away the lightning and the bloody armour and I wouldn’t even see the difference. All you do is kill. You’re like the damned Bloodbound. Slayer. Ha! I bet you even take heads.’

			Yndrasta glared. ‘That is different.’

			Voyi grimaced. ‘Course it is. It’s always different.’

			She steeled her eyes. If Voyi thought the Stormcast were monsters, he hadn’t seen monsters.

			‘Kragnos,’ she whispered.

			Voyi fell still. ‘You utter powerful names in dark places. Say his name and he shall appear.’

			‘You wanted monsters,’ Yndrasta said. ‘I told you – I hunt monsters. The Anomia is a minor errand. My true quarry is Kragnos, the End of Empires.’ Her fists closed, her gauntlets hissing against themselves. ‘I will destroy Kragnos. I yearn for it, more than anything in all the realms. Is that the desire of a monster?’

			Voyi darkened. ‘I told you. Monsters, hunting monsters.’ He sighed and continued eating. ‘If you’re after Kragnos, Sigmar sent you to do what he could not. And you’re a fool for listening.’

			‘I choose my quarry,’ Yndrasta said. ‘I am not Sigmar’s hound. I do not fetch. He does not send me.’

			Voyi shook his head. ‘Yes. He does. Just by letting you go, he does. You think I don’t know? I remember what it was like. Without his approval, we’re nothing. And it’s true. Look what happened to me.’

			‘You did this to yourself,’ Yndrasta said. ‘If you ever truly knew him, then you would know his decisions are not without reason. His choices are necessary.’

			‘His choices are heartless.’

			‘Yes.’ Yndrasta’s jaw was iron. ‘When they have to be. When needs must. Our wars are different than yours were. To save one life, sometimes a thousand must perish. Sometimes that is the best that can be done.’

			Voyi tossed the remnants of his bowl into a patch of moss. He stared. After a long breath, he nodded. ‘Maybe.’ He rose and pushed through the fronds, towards his axe. ‘But have you ever th–’

			Yndrasta moved. A gust kicked up, and her sigmarite-shod boots padded to the earth.

			She was between Voyi and his axe again, her blade back at his neck.

			Voyi lowered his bowl to a pile of miserable effects. ‘Easy. Tidying. No more.’

			Yndrasta scanned him. She sheathed her blade. ‘You’re wrong about him. Maybe that’s why you were fool enough to betray him.’

			‘I didn’t betray him,’ Voyi said. He took Yndrasta in, head to toes, contemplating her. ‘I’ve never sensed power like yours, nor purpose. Not in all my time in the heavens. Not in all my time in the earth.’

			Finally they were getting somewhere. ‘Power alone will not defeat the Anomia,’ Yndrasta said. ‘How, Voyi? How did you bind it?’

			Voyi considered. ‘Not with power. I only have shreds left of what Sigmar gave me, hardly enough to use it willy-nilly. But I could beat the Anomia again. If I had to.’ His forehead crinkled and crunched. ‘It’s a secret. But once you know, it’s easy.’

			‘Tell me,’ Yndrasta said. ‘In return I can help you. I do not know what my pleas are worth to him, but I will beg his mercy.’

			Voyi whiffled. ‘And you said you knew him. Tell me, huntress – what mercy is a traitor due?’

			Yndrasta’s features grew frosty.

			‘I’ve a better idea,’ Voyi said. ‘Keep this place and my survival a secret, and I’ll help.’ He extended his hand. ‘Whatever is spoken of me, I’m a man of my word. What are you?’

			Yndrasta glared at his burnt fingers. What was the worth of a traitor’s word? And would she be any better than him, to conceal his survival from Sigmar? Sigmar still craved vengeance against Voyi. He did not speak of him, and he had struck his name from the chronicles, but he had not forgotten.

			Few knew the God-King’s will as well as Yndrasta. Few knew the cruelty of it.

			‘I cannot lie to the God-King,’ Yndrasta said. ‘Not for you.’

			Voyi shuddered, as if the burns on his enchanted skin were still fresh, the pain still real. He withdrew his hand.

			‘Want to know what I did?’ he asked. ‘I hit him. Sigmar told me he would not save my people, and I hit him. He would not even look me in the eyes as he said it. I hit him in the back of his fat, divine head.’ He raised his balled fist, showing it to Yndrasta. ‘“We must reinforce our allies in Ulgu,” Sigmar told me. Bloody-handed Morathi and that black-heart Malerion! Can you believe it? Look what he got for it!’ Voyi huffed. ‘I struck Sigmar, little as it meant. Then I stole what I thought would save my people and I left.’ His eyes flitted to the great axe. ‘It wasn’t enough. Maybe I am a spoilt brat, huntress. Maybe I wanted too much. Not everyone gets what they deserve. But I hope Sigmar does. And I hope you do, too.’

			Yndrasta averted her eyes. ‘I did not come for this.’

			‘No. You came for the Anomia. You won’t let me forget it.’ He spat. ‘At best, you’re a fool. At worst, you’re more terrible than the things you hunt. Given all this power, and look what you do with it. Bully feeble men in their hiding places. To protect your paltry ego, and your fat god’s vainglory. I won’t help you. All you’ll do is come for me next.’

			A screech resounded through the cave from above, distorted by distance and Shyishan geology. The Anomia.

			Frustrated, Yndrasta exhaled. There was no more time. ‘Voyi–’

			A threshing sound drew closer, like a chain hewing through air.

			The axe.

			Yndrasta dived. The glimmering battle-axe carved through the space where she had just stood. The blazing weapon hurtled into the darkness, then back, severing willow fronds before clanging into Voyi’s metal hand.

			‘I’ll not go back,’ he growled. ‘I’ll not face a hypocrite’s justice, and I’ll not let you deliver it!’

			He hurled the axe again. This time Yndrasta had no time to dodge. The weapon smashed into her, exploding against her armour with a volcano’s heat.

			She flew back. Voyi swept into the wake of his blow. Yndrasta recovered, but fighting him off was like holding back an eruption. Each of his strikes was sheer elemental force, the kind of energy which shattered realms. Pitying him had been a mistake.

			Voyi redoubled his efforts, but now Yndrasta was prepared. She found her footing, adjusted her weight. He struck. She dodged. His mighty blows rushed through empty air. Soon his strength flagged. Voyi was old, drained. He could only continue for so much longer. Breathing hard, he withdrew and cocked his shoulder, telegraphing another throw.

			Yndrasta’s eyes shot to his worldsplitter, so much like Thengavar. Charged with the same energy. Possessed of the same force.

			Gritting his teeth, Voyi threw his axe.

			Yndrasta, unblinking, caught it.

			The look on Voyi’s face said much. Yndrasta bowled him to the ground and roared, her spittle stringing across his face. Voyi’s pot toppled, dousing the glowing cinders of his fire. Ash plumed where he fell.

			Yndrasta raised the axe, her blood boiling over. Pent force travelled up the axis of her body, from her toes to her fingertips, to be unleashed through the weapon’s merciless edge. A perfect swing, for a perfect strike, for a perfect kill–

			Then Voyi howled, arching his back. He flailed beneath Yndrasta’s weight, struggling to brush the burning coals out from beneath his spine.

			Yndrasta watched with hollow eyes. Recollections of the woman she once was resolved out of the mists of her memory. She remembered taking to the air with her tribe, on the backs of their galloping pegasi. She remembered their great hunts, driving prey towards each other between the mountains of their people. Even then the kill was effortless. Satisfying. Then the realm came apart, in fire and blood, and a daemontide washed against the foothills of those mountains like a deluge. To battle back the daemons and their pagan hordes, Yndrasta united her tribesmen with their old adversaries. Nobody else helped them. Nobody.

			Yndrasta blinked. That mortal woman died doing the only thing she knew how: driving her spear into the flank of a daemon king whose shadow darkened horizons. She still remembered howling as she did it, howling as the titanic daemon split her in twain. Not from pain, but satisfaction.

			It had been so long, but Yndrasta had not changed. Not at all. She enjoyed what she had become. She enjoyed the eternal hunt far more than she had ever loved anything before, even her own people. It was complicated. It was never simple. But whatever Yndrasta had become, she was not this. A senseless killer, enslaved to violence.

			She looked at Voyi again and saw him for what he was: a suffering old man, nothing like her.

			Betrayer, or betrayed. Did it even matter? Yndrasta could kill him. Tie his head to her belt, and return to Sigmar with something – anything – to make up for the Anomia. She wouldn’t even regret it.

			She hurled Voyi’s worldsplitter. The weapon thudded into the Judgement Willow, quivering in its trunk. Then Yndrasta waded into the dark waters of the Black Pond, preparing to leave.

			Voyi scrambled off the coals of his fire, panting. ‘Where are you going?’

			Yndrasta’s eyes bristled. ‘To kill the Anomia.’

			‘You don’t know how.’

			‘Then I shall learn how!’ Yndrasta snapped. ‘Not all of us have given up on the world, Voyi. Not all of us have given up on ourselves. I don’t know what Sigmar did to you, or if the sagas are true. But I know you are broken and I am not. I am a slayer. A monster, too. Fine. But I choose this path. I choose to slay Kragnos and the Anomia and to let you live. And if you think for a moment my choices make me as bad as the things I kill, you are either jaded or a senile fool. And you are wrong, Voyi. So wrong.’

			Yndrasta beat her wings, flinging off moisture which had dewed on her pinions. She poised to take flight.

			Voyi’s face twisted. ‘You already defeated it.’

			Yndrasta paused, glaring. ‘Don’t.’

			‘The Anomia cannot be slain. But it can be frightened, and in that state, bound. If the daemon has revealed its true form, it is vulnerable. You need only walk up and pluck something from it. Sigmar’s strength shall protect you.’ He chuckled bitterly. ‘Take its head, huntress. Your weapon shall be returned, and the Anomia will not take form again.’

			Yndrasta’s face wrenched up. She could not wrap her mind around it. ‘I don’t understand.’

			‘No. It is a paradox. A contradiction, as it is meant to be. Only daemons and fools understand it. We need only accept it.’

			Yndrasta’s gaze softened. ‘Why, Voyi?’

			Voyi groaned. He sounded exactly as tired and old as he must be. ‘I did not betray Sigmar. I loved him. I loved everything he ever did. But when he told me no…’ His voice cracked.

			Again, Yndrasta’s eyes bristled with some foreign feeling. To look at Voyi felt like looking at something within herself, something naked and ugly and weak.

			Voyi’s jaw set. ‘Perhaps monsters are what we need. Or, if not monsters… then whatever you are. You’re better than I was, Yndrasta. And when you dispatch the Anomia, I beg you, return and destroy me yourself. I’ll not face him again.’

			Yndrasta glanced up, into the leering darkness. Battle called her. When it was done, finding her way back here would be easy. So would ending Voyi’s life. It might even be a mercy, in some perverse sense of the word. But a nagging feeling crept in the base of her legs, up her back, into her cold, cracked heart. A kind of irresolute doubt, pulling at the very substance of her. Pity. Or maybe some kinder version of that sentiment.

			Yndrasta had never lied to Sigmar before. The God-King trusted her.

			Maybe that would make doing it this once easier.

			‘Rest, Voyi,’ Yndrasta said. ‘There are no monsters here.’

			She beat her wings, hurtling into the darkness in search of nightmares to slay.
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			You loved me, you said, because Sigmar loved me. And you’d protect me as much as he would.

			Heaps of skaven and Freeguild dead had changed the terrain of the pine flats. I hunkered down between the corpses, heaving the humans over, fearing what I might see. Your blue eyes, which had so often watched me drift to sleep. Or your golden beard, reeking of forge coals, flowers and family.

			After tracing the recent skaven raids to the Mawlands in Carcass Donse, Far-Keep’s castellans had opened their coffers, calling all Freeguild veterans, eager to smoke out the ratkin. Yet the roots of the infestation ran deeper than anyone had imagined, and the skaven had caught Far-Keep’s army unawares, cascading across your columns like a pestilential tide.

			The muffled boom of warp-bombs had been audible from the hills around Far-Keep, shattering the serenity of my hunt. I am Luda, a tusk-maiden of Ghur, and your wife. I could not seethe in despair, waiting in the smithy for news of your fall. I’d left to find you before the first terrified camp followers trickled back to Far-Keep.

			I ran harder and faster than I’ve ever chased any prey. You were with the vanguard, yet finding the head of your battle-broken army was an ordeal. Fighting still smouldered across the Mawlands, and vermin teemed in the gullies and ravines. Stalking through all of this unseen was no simple task.

			Now that I’d found your company, I almost wished I hadn’t. The skaven had annihilated the vanguard.

			So here I searched, imagining you in pieces. Severed hands which couldn’t grip mine, or your innards unlooped in the earth. These grim nightmares pushed behind my eyes like water behind a dam, but I wouldn’t cry. Death is no stranger in the realm which devours. I’ve spent a lifetime retrieving slain kindred from the jaws of Ghur.

			Time was short. The ratmen would soon return, but I’d searched twice and you weren’t here. Frenzied blades had hacked Gunter Smallfoot and the Rullen twins into bloody gobbets, but I still knew them when I saw them.

			I should have found you by now.

			The thought crossed my mind that I was too late. Ghur had taken you. The feasting sands underfoot had already sucked most of the fallen skaven down into their deep, gravel craws. To the realm’s voracious earth, the skaven’s nauseating musk was tantalising. I shivered at the idea of you spending a restless eternity beside them, haunting the Mawlands, deprived of an honoured burial within the Burning Gorge.

			Then I spotted tracks leading away. Human bootprints, a dozen at least, surrounded by a rampage’s worth of skaven pawprints. Captives, herded away by ratmen.

			I grabbed my huntsbow and pronged troggspear, then scrambled along the tracks. Hope kindled within. You had lived.

			But the flame was snuffed out further ahead. An infected wound marred the mouth of another sandy defile. Ancient, banded sandstone had been eroded by ravenous dust, crumbling away to unearth a pit of festering darkness. Skulls were piked around the ragged burrow – orruks, eyes burst, and gors, hide decaying around their horns.

			Humans. Not you, but humans nevertheless.

			I’d seen more pits like this throughout the Mawlands. They were entrances to the underground warrens which the skaven had used to overtake the marching Freeguilders. I’d previously given them a wide berth, sparing no effort to remain unnoticed.

			Now I stared, dumb with ire. Deep drums pounded from the hole, and the massed squealing of a vermin horde whispered out on a rancid draught. Fleeing this close to finding you would have been a special kind of cowardice.

			Yet I couldn’t deny the truth. Entering this den alone would be my death.

			I needed allies. Judging from the clamour of battle, the closest fighting was a hard run from here, but I’d seen first-hand the ferocity of the skaven onslaught. Anyone I might call a friend would be too busy fighting for their life to help me.

			Thunder rent the sky, and I swivelled. Pillars of lightning spiralled from a void of shimmering starlight above, striking a nearby glade in the pine flats. Even at midday, skies clear, the light was blinding. The coruscant energy hammered Ghur’s hungering earth, a dust wake erupting where it crashed down.

			Then the lightning disappeared. Eerie silence marked its departure, and not even a breeze rustled the pines. On Ghur, such quiet was rare. Belligerent ogor war cries echo for miles, and the passage of behemoth great worms in the Amber Steppes could summon tremors across the realm.

			The voice of a divine host surged, filled with the might and resonance of a storm. The triumphant cheers of scattered Freeguilders rose like a tide to join the tempest.

			I remembered your many stories. The Stormcast Eternals were here. Sigmar had answered the prayers of Far-Keep’s faithful.

			An explosion boomed across the Mawlands and a green cloud of noxious flame mushroomed over the glade. Battle was rejoined.

			I gathered my kit, racing to help before it was too late. Death was no stranger to Ghur, but life without you would be no mere death. If I could still find you, I would.

			First, I needed allies.

			‘Sigmar remakes them in thunder. He casts them across the heavens to protect innocents like us.’

			‘Right.’ I’d never convert, but I couldn’t crush your hopes for my salvation. ‘So, who are they?’

			‘His most faithful. Those who choose him before all else.’

			‘I see. Just as I choose you to forge ten barbed heads for my arrows, dear husband.’

			And, unspeaking, you smiled.

			The Stormcasts came to save your regiment – a single retinue of towering mage-knights in enamelled sigmarite, their brooding maroon plate trimmed with gleaming gold. Midnight-blue tabards edged with fur mantled their armour, and bird-skull totems suggested a heritage not distant from mine.

			Our likeness ended there. Power coruscated in the wake of their movements. Cleansing fire wreathed their stormstaves. The mage-knights’ crackling tempest blades were as portentous as dark clouds, limned in the same lightning.

			I’m no fool – I’ve never worshipped your God-King – but these Evocators, as you had told me they were called, gave me hope. It wasn’t just their zealous confidence, which I’d heard enough of from Far-Keep’s weakling temple friars. I sensed in these warriors Ghur’s own brutal vitality.

			The Evocators punched through the skaven centre, buying time for the fleeing Freeguilders. A brave handful of inspired guard accompanied the Evocators’ sortie, but most were retreating. I watched from one of many crests scarring the pine flats as the Stormcasts’ counter-attack sliced through the skaven lines.

			Ratmen corpses trailed their advance, but the Azyrites’ move was doomed. At the rear, vermin packmasters whipped lumbering rat ogors forward. Beside them trudged stormfiends: walking tumours of muscle and rust, patched together from grafted weapons and mutant hide. Fire the colour of plague ran in their veins, a repellent animus.

			The Evocators met the heavy-footed grotesques head-on while Freeguilders secured their flanks from lesser vermin. Matched one for one, the relentless Stormcasts might have carried the day, but the sheer numbers of the skaven monstrosities had evened the odds. An errant strike from a maddened rat ogor split open the neck of one distracted Evocator. Blood jetted from the wound before he exploded in a spectacular blast of light, the aura of his soul coalescing and lancing into the heavens.

			The Azyrites’ numbers were shrinking. Even as the skavenslaves and clanrats began breaking, the rat ogors and stormfiends were pushing the melee in the skaven’s favour.

			I couldn’t throw my life away with a careless charge, but I could make a difference. The Freeguilders might be able to cover the Stormcasts against clanrats, but they were looking into the eyes of the bigger beasts and flinching.

			Hunting monsters was my trade.

			I stalked closer. The stormfiends were nigh invulnerable. Foul energy infused their finger-thick armour plating. Maybe the Evocators could pierce that, but I would snap my troggspear if I tried.

			The closest stormfiend turned its cannonry against another foe, and I glimpsed a wicked little creature dangling from its spine. Ratkin, yes, but atrophied, locked in a foetal huddle, its cranium so swollen with mutation I could see its brain pulsing inside.

			I nocked an arrow and loosed, as simple as taking a breath. The arrow thumped into the vermin’s head with a wet smack.

			The mountainous stormfiend spasmed. Before I could tell if I’d killed it, the nearest Evocator seized the advantage, driving her tempest blade into a gap in its warp-forged plate. Electricity and cooked gore sputtered from the wound. The stormfiend thrashed as the last shreds of twisted life gurgled from its throat, tearing the Evocator’s masked helm off before it fell.

			The Evocator recovered and met my eyes. Motes of pure power danced in her gaze, electrified by arcs of sacred energy. Her hair was tied into a simple braid, her temples shaved, and her face painted with tribal patterns of lightning. ‘Behind you!’

			That was a good time to run. Over my shoulders, a rat ogor bore down on me: twelve feet of dark invention, its flesh pulled so tightly over its swollen frame that I thought the stitches holding its fused limbs together would split.

			It charged, a living avalanche. I dropped my hunting bow and dived, clutching my troggspear from the dirt, reassured by its familiar weight. I angled the pronged head up, bracing the haft just as the howling beast crashed into me.

			The creature swiped with the pitted scythe capping its forearm. I toppled. I feared it had taken my head from my shoulders, but the blade had only just caught my hair, yanking me off my feet.

			The thing should have flattened me, but the finishing blow never came. The din of combat receded from the glade, replaced by bemused quiet.

			The rat ogor had thrown itself on my spear with such force that its chest had caved open. Malevolent life rattled from its lungs, and the seams on its ribs finally split. Malformed guts slopped into the hungry dirt, steaming with hideous vapours.

			‘Defiance!’ the thing’s handler hissed. Sneering skavenslaves turned grubby, hateful glares on me. ‘Kill the fool-meat!’

			Vermin skittered closer, but rallying handgunners covered me with scattered fire. I’d bought them valuable time. The Stormcasts had ceased their battle cries, and I wondered if they weren’t all dead. Pillars of that glorious light had been collecting them back to their Celestial Realm without end.

			I hoped I had swung the pendulum of fortune in the Azyrites’ favour, but a gout of warpfire banished the thought. Another despicable stormfiend lurched forward, grisly cannonry riveted to its arms. The verminous horror trained its weapons on me, swaying with the weight of the chugging generator on its back before steadying its aim.

			Before it could end me, I glimpsed the Evocator from before. Stern rage lined her painted features. Furious light snapped in her eyes, company for the storm in her weapons.

			She attacked, bolts of energy searing from the strike, annihilating the warp-forged metal protecting the stormfiend’s tiny head. A charnel crater smoked where the beast’s neck had been, but no blood flowed from the wound. Lightning had incinerated the creature’s corruption, inside out.

			‘Stop them!’ the skaven chittered. Yet none harkened. They fled to reunite with their fellow ratkin and regain their advantage. It was a flight worthy of mockery: hunchbacked packmasters whipped the skavenslaves, tripping them, sacrifices offered for their own survival.

			Triumphant Freeguilders cracked odd shots into the fleeing mass, but they were preoccupied with their own withdrawal. The Stormcasts’ arrival had bought the rest of the army time to regroup; now these soldiers could consolidate with the others.

			I gathered myself and approached the closest Freeguilders. Whatever regard I’d purchased by slaying two of the skaven’s alchemical monstrosities was gone. The longest exchange I had was a crestfallen glare from a halberdier helping his wounded comrade limp away.

			‘We’d be wise to join them.’

			I turned. The Stormcast with the tribal braid stared at the empty earth between mounds of bleeding dead. The heavenly lightning of her brethren’s departure had etched twelve-pointed stars into the floor of the pine flats, the canopy above miraculously unburnt.

			She retrieved her helmet and clipped it to her armour, facing me, but she might as well have still been wearing the mask. Beneath her unforgiving features, her thoughts were unreadable.

			Yet grim determination diffused from her like an aura. ‘You’ve got fight in you, woman. I’d be metal on the anvil without you. Your name?’

			‘Luda. Yours?’

			‘Greta Wolfclaw, Evocator-Prime of the Sacrosanct Chamber of the Astral Templars.’

			I raised an eyebrow. ‘Long name.’

			Greta’s eyes sparked. ‘The stench of vermin carries on the air. If we want another go at the skaven, we’ve got to regroup. Come. My gut tells me you’ve a part in this fight yet.’

			I shook my head. ‘We only just started, Wolfclaw. A company of vanguard has been ambushed yonder. Ratkin captured the survivors. We have to save them.’

			‘I was sent to destroy the fell portal the skaven are using to replenish their numbers. Attempting a rescue by ourselves offers nothing but a bold death. Better to wait for reinforcements.’

			But I knew that if you were alive, time was of the essence. ‘More soldiers with tall hats won’t help us, Wolfclaw. I saw you fight. You’re worth an entire company of those men.’

			‘Not Freeguilders, Luda. Knights Excelsior. Sigmar’s chosen, like me, marching from Excelsis as we speak. When they arrive, we’ll course the skaven to their gnawhole and free any captives who live.’ Greta grimaced. ‘But I wouldn’t hold my breath for the mercy of vermin.’

			She wasn’t biting. I needed a different bait. ‘I’ll take you. I’ve found openings into their den, underground. Their gnawhole must be down there, yes? Alone, we can find it. We’ll move fast. Burn it down.’

			Greta’s brow wrinkled. ‘Even with me, attacking the gnawhole without more backup is suicide.’

			I pointed to the star branded in the dirt, its symmetry smeared by Ghur’s devouring wind. ‘Your brethren ride that lightning. I’ll bring you to the gnawhole, and you’ll summon them. Two of us can do something a whole army couldn’t manage, Wolfclaw – sneak in, right under the rats’ noses, then call down the thunder.’

			Greta narrowed her eyes. ‘Reforged are waiting to strike, yes. But we’d be fools to think the skaven won’t sniff us out.’

			I glanced at the glut of corpses in the glade, too much even for the feasting sands. The rat ogors’ mutant carcasses were rank with corruption, but they were abundant. ‘We’ll mask our scent with that blood.’ It would likely blight our flesh, but I thought that worth leaving out.

			‘And our tracks?’

			‘I’m Ghurite, Wolfclaw. If I couldn’t cover tracks, these lands would’ve taken me long ago. My senses are sharp, my skills proven. These trousers are squig hide. This spear is for killing troggoths. A lair is nothing.’

			Greta shouldered her stormstave and reached for her totem, running delicate, clinking bird skulls between her fingers. Some distant memory clicked in her cool eyes. ‘You’re a tusk-maiden.’

			I nodded, encouraged. She knew these grounds well. My tribe’s name carried weight.

			That was enough to convince her. All the better, because precious little time remained. The war chant of a skaven column emerging from another hole in the pine flats could be heard. The insult of our recent victory had renewed their malicious valour.

			Greta Wolfclaw signalled for us to move, falling in behind me. I found a gully to conceal us. The final traces of lightning had just ebbed from her bootprints when the skaven column broke the circle of the glade.

			I held my breath until they had passed, warding my fear with thoughts of you.

			Then we moved deeper into the Mawlands.

			Many Azyrites live in Far-Keep, with blue eyes like yours, and snow-white skin kissed by the light of another realm. I know what they thought of me, clad in a tusk-hunter’s garb, skin scorched by a lifetime beneath our harsh sun. To them, I didn’t look much different from an orruk, and no wonder. Ghur carves its folk from rock.

			You were different from them, but different from the Tusked, too. We worship strength. Our affection ends after death once our remains are swallowed by the Burning Gorge.

			We don’t dwell on the departed, but you promised your love was as eternal as Sigmar. You’d be there until the end, and thereafter.

			So would I.

			We approached the skaven den in stolen moments, invisible to the clanrats marching past in ragged jerkins and rusted mail. A slick coat of stormfiend offal masked our scent but poisoned our moods.

			‘Putrid,’ Greta said, still expressionless. Chunky stripes of mutant ichor marred her patterned warpaint, dribbling down her cheeks.

			‘That’s the point,’ I said. ‘They won’t smell us.’

			‘The logic is not lost on me, Luda. It will mask my aetheric magic, too.’

			I shrugged. I was no tusk-witch. I hardly knew Ghur’s native spellcraft, let alone that of the Celestial Realm, but Greta’s fluency in sorcery reassured me. The tingling from the stormfiends’ entrails was less comforting.

			After we entered the skaven den’s mouldering darkness, teasing out your tracks again proved impossible. I followed the anarchic flows of ratmen pawprints, seeking the gnawhole. I doubted you’d be there, but that was where Greta could call down her thunder. Once her brethren lanced the rats’ canker, I’d find you.

			The deeper we descended, the more it reeked. Half-collapsed corridors stank of urine and damp fur. Queekish chatter and the green glow of poisonous technology marked chambers better left unvisited. When the skaven were near, their musk was choking. That stench helped us avoid wandering patrols, but we killed any we couldn’t avoid.

			And in the narrower passages, brimming with blackness and tainted by the warp-light glow, those were many.

			Hours of tortured creeping, doubtful pauses and dead ends eventually cracked Greta’s faith in me. ‘We’re lost, Luda.’

			I turned. Greta was barely visible but for the torch flickering on the sagging tunnel wall, her maroon plate and fur-trimmed tabard soiled with vermin filth. She had whispered, but from a behemoth warrior whose essence was the storm, even undertones were as sonorous as thunder.

			I held a finger to my lips. ‘We’re not lost. We’re close.’

			We continued. ‘I wasn’t asking,’ Greta said. ‘We’re lost. If the gnawhole’s out of reach, we must strike where we’ll harm the vermin most. Come. It’ll mean more for the innocents of Far-Keep than this thoughtless scrabble through the dark.’

			I bit down. Greta had already told me much about her Stormhost, the Astral Templars. They were beast slayers as much as I – with none of a true hunter’s restraint.

			‘Reveal ourselves now and we’re dead, Wolfclaw. Patience.’

			‘Patience is not the virtue of the storm.’

			I scoffed. ‘Where was that fire before? The raids on Far-Keep have been growing for months. The friars prayed, but no one came. And when the Freeguild finally marched, your God-King saw fit to send five.’ I spoke from a place of irritation, not wisdom. Long pent-up resentment had been unleashed by your capture. By Greta’s doubt.

			‘The Stormhosts are stretched thin protecting the Mortal Realms,’ she said. ‘We defend far more than minor castle-towns on the frontier of civilisation. We’re here to help you.’

			‘You’re here to rule us. You wait until we need you before you strike. You save us, then leave bearded statues behind so we know who to pray to. Be grateful for the worship of fools. I see through your God-King.’

			‘Less gracious Stormcasts would slay you for those words, Luda. Don’t test me.’

			‘Nothing’s stopping you from proving me wrong.’

			‘The Knights Excelsior march to Far-Keep as we speak. But even if they didn’t, the Stormhosts do not serve at your leisure. Holy Sigmar does not answer to your beckon.’

			‘I’ve gathered the bones of enough kin to know that, Wolfclaw. It doesn’t shock me that you’d let us die. The realm devours. But you claim to protect us–’

			‘He sent a Sacrosanct Chamber for you. Mages of the highest–’

			‘Magic didn’t save your friends’ lives! And if the rats find us now, it won’t save ours.’

			I wiped spittle from my lip, regaining my calm. I’d said too much. I feared Greta would abandon me for my words, leaving me to slink through the skaven den alone, but she merely glared. ‘Death today would not be my first.’

			The lightning in her eyes had receded. In the feeble torchlight, her crystal gaze resolved into clarity.

			Greta, whatever else she was, was also a woman. Human.

			‘We’re forged after our mortal lives,’ she said. ‘I’ve not forgotten those struggles. Not yet.’

			I scrutinised her. ‘I’ve seen the dead, after the Necroquake. You’re nothing like those Nighthaunt phantoms.’

			‘No. The God-King spirited my soul away before Nagash could lay his fingers on me. Holy Sigmar took me into his forge, and his smiths remade me upon the Anvil of Apotheosis. Every flaw within my mortal shell was discarded.’

			‘Flaws? That… happens to everyone?’

			Greta scanned me, head to toes. ‘I don’t think it will happen to a heathen.’

			I glanced down. ‘I’ve never died before. I’d prefer to keep it that way.’

			We emerged from the knot of tunnels into a sweeping chasm as deep and wide as Sigmar’s ego. An old cannibal cavern, a natural horror which waited centuries before sweeping unwary prey into its maw. Blighting skaven magicks had killed it, corroding its cliff jaws into slick, weeping stone. Virulent green mist and abyssal midnight swallowed the ravine’s course in every direction.

			A lowered drawbridge crossed the chasm nearby. It looked about as reliable as a grot’s courage. We approached, studying the mess of tracks before us, then the questionable array of cogwork and warpstone machinery which worked the drawbridge.

			I didn’t see them. Tall, black-furred stormvermin on the far side, bullying a handful of clanrats. They were carrying wicked glaives, armoured in knife-tipped plate.

			I stopped mid-stride and stared with dumb surprise. The stormvermin took notice.

			Greta, unhesitating, advanced. ‘What are you waiting for?’ she said. ‘Kill the rats.’

			The stormvermin snarled and dashed across the bridge as Greta’s dormant power crackled to life. Energy hissed along the crests in her armour, and cleansing heat cooked filth from her plate in long, nasty peels. She was a movable fortress, bracing herself before the drawbridge, using it as a choke point.

			I dropped my troggspear and began loosing precious arrows across the canyon, killing the clanrats scurrying away with well-placed shots. Greta made short work of the stormvermin. She locked their unwieldy glaives in place with her stormstave, then danced her tempest blade through their guard with practised ease. She dispatched them one by one, sending each tumbling into the mists below until she had finished them all.

			It was a quick slaughter, not worth dwelling on. We reunited at the mouth of the drawbridge when something squeaked beside its rusted tackle.

			A last clanrat, mangy and trembling, brandishing its miserable dagger at us.

			I batted the knife aside and seized the skaven by its scruff, dragging it out, flinging it into the cave floor mire. Pinning it under my knee, I scowled up at Greta. ‘You thought we were lost? Vermin always know the way down. The gnawhole, rat. Where?’

			Greta’s presence had put the fear of the God-King into the clanrat. Its measly eyes danced in its sockets, drunk with pathetic, rodent terror. ‘Gnawhole? Close, yes-yes!’

			Greta gazed dispassionately. ‘Kill it, Luda.’

			‘No!’ the ratman squealed. ‘I’m valuable! So-so valuable! My masters will pay for my life-living!’

			I raised an eyebrow, but Greta shook her head. ‘It’ll say anything to save itself. Kill it.’

			I tightened my grip on the squirming creature’s scruff. ‘Where?’

			‘Farther! Or – closer! Near-near! Spare me, I’ll take you! Bring you to the hole-heart!’

			‘That creature thinks it can outsmart you,’ Greta said impatiently. ‘Do not prove it right.’

			But the ratman’s offer was tempting. Those stormvermin had been questioning the clanrats, searching for clues, tracking something. Greta and I had left plenty of corpses behind during our descent, and the skaven couldn’t be blind to our intrusion. It didn’t explain how they knew we’d come through here, but the implications were no less troubling.

			‘We need its help,’ I said. ‘A guide will get us to the gnawhole faster.’

			‘Do you really trust the filth spilling from between that thing’s teeth? The skaven are creatures of pure malevolence. They conspire against all things, and each believes it alone deserves everything. It’s a greed which does not give. Only by some dark miracle do they hate the rest of us more than they hate each other, or else their mania would have consumed them long ago. Send the vermin back to its horned god, Luda.’

			The desperate rat was clawing away from me. I leaned into it. ‘Swear on your god, vermin. You won’t betray us.’

			‘Yes-yes! I swear-promise!’

			‘Great drake have mercy,’ Greta muttered. ‘You’re either mad or foolish, Luda. That creature’s patron is the lord of betrayal. Step aside.’

			But I couldn’t. I stayed Greta with a look. ‘My husband was with the vanguard. Captured. I saw the tracks myself. When we reach the gnawhole, we’ll summon your brethren and destroy it. But I must find him, and this clanrat will help us move faster. That time could be the difference between his life and death, Greta.’

			Greta was unmoved. ‘You withheld the truth.’

			‘He’s all I have.’

			‘You lied, Luda.’

			I swallowed. ‘I did.’

			Greta’s eyes widened. She reached towards me.

			Before I could react, the clanrat beneath me bucked, and suddenly my face was screaming with pain. The miserable creature had found its blade, striking for my throat but only grazing my cheek.

			Yet talons of pure agony raked beneath my face. The knife was poisoned.

			Roaring, I toppled into mud vile with skaven waste. The clanrat scampered across the creaking bridge. Before I could think, I threw myself into the chase, catching it on the far side, ­wrestling it to the ground.

			But I was unarmed, infuriated and half-blind with pain. The clanrat was a diminutive ball of muscle, wielding my clumsiness against me. It screeched, moving to open my throat with its incisors, then jerked and tumbled aside.

			Greta had followed us, cleaving its skull in two. Black blood sputtered on her sorcerous blade. Behind her, the power snapping in her footprints had ignited the dry-rotted drawbridge. Despite my throbbing face, I glimpsed blue flames licking across the ramshackle deck.

			Greta kicked the clanrat aside, glowering. She knelt and gripped my face, ignoring my howls, murmuring a prayer to her God-King.

			Scalding heat replaced the agony, purging the corrupting skaven poison before it could spread. My cheek went tight with scar tissue, the slash cauterised by divine heat. Sigmar’s power hurt, but it had healed, too.

			‘Be calm,’ Greta said.

			But I couldn’t. I rocked on the cave floor, rage burning up my insides. You and I were dead as soon as we set foot into this pit. I should’ve known from the beginning, but I’d only just opened my eyes. Life as we knew it was over.

			Greta helped me clamber to my knees. I was breathing hard, still reeling from pain when I saw–

			Skaven corpses littered the earth around us, slaughtered and dismembered in a vengeful rage. Their viscera gleamed in the filthy tunnel dirt, not yet dried by the miasmic air.

			I hadn’t killed these. Neither had Greta. The stormvermin were investigating this butchery when we had stumbled upon them.

			You. I’d misjudged the tracks from the very start. Your company hadn’t been captured; you had punched through the ambush, then pushed into the den after understanding the hopeless scale of the skaven onslaught.

			Only one thing could spur such a desperate move. Like Greta, you and your comrades sought to destroy the gnawhole. To protect Far-Keep from the skaven, and to keep me safe. The love which brought me here had driven you into the place I wanted you least.

			By now, tall curtains of flame had engulfed the drawbridge. Glowing planks split and tumbled into the chasm below as Greta squeezed my shoulder. ‘In my mortal life, I defended my people from the Blightways cults. I called upon Holy Sigmar for strength in my moment of need. He heard and took me, body and soul, into his forge. You’ve seen the lightning above. This was the same.’

			I knew the Blightways cults. The pieces fell into place. Greta had only trusted me to get us to the gnawhole after guessing I was a tusk-maiden. ‘You were of the Tusk,’ I said.

			‘Yes. A tusk-witch, long ago. I’ve met the Anvil many times since then, Reforged after each fall, but I remember who I was. If my many lives have taught me something, Luda, it’s that faith is not the same as hope for the hopeless. My belief in Sigmar is no fool’s conviction. I know better than most that when all else fails, only he is constant.’

			‘My husband’s alive.’

			‘It doesn’t matter, Luda. The flame of resistance is a fire which must be stoked. Do not let your pale hope for one man’s life drown it. His survival means nothing in the fight ahead.’

			In a way, she was right. Whatever happened, our life together was over. I had no room for hope. Only vengeance. If the skaven were behind all of this, I had to make them suffer.

			I found my feet. ‘Sigmar ordained you destroy the gnawhole.’

			Greta nodded. ‘He cares. None have forgotten the plight of the Mortal Realms. And we will defend you.’

			I nodded. ‘Then let’s rid ourselves of it, Greta.’

			She grinned, celestial light twinkling in her eyes. ‘You were right. That stormfiend’s warp-mutation scrabbled my senses, but I feel it. The gnawhole’s near.’

			We pushed deeper, towards the oozing heart of the skaven infestation. I believed in Greta’s God-King, but make no mistake: it wasn’t zeal which drove me onward.

			You were the only treasure Ghur had ever granted in my short, hard life. If I must be denied you, I would unleash myself against those who had taken you away.

			I remember when you told me.

			You stood by your forge, a fire that would never be doused, staring. ‘Far-Keep’s wizard found the skaven hole. A fell portal, in the Mawlands. The castellans call. We march to burn them out.’

			‘Maybe Sigmar’s hosts will finally show themselves.’

			‘They’re not myths, Luda.’

			‘But they’ve never helped before. We don’t need them, anyway. We only need each other.’

			‘No,’ you said. ‘Sigmar is all we have.’

			Chaos had riven Ghur before my time, but I was alive for the Shyish Necroquake. The dead woke in our tribal crypt. My grandmother Rula, our tusk-witch, found a way to protect us from our forebears’ wraiths.

			We brought their remains to the Burning Gorge, a tectonic rupture where Andtor’s Greatpeaks wrestled for supremacy. Rumbling mountains crumbled into the unnatural gyre below, the Gorge’s gullet. Around that realmgate’s turbulent magicks, the land liquefied into magma, cursed to melt and run into oblivion until one summit devoured all.

			Rula said our dead wander on the other side, hunting eternal across plains of fire. If it’s true, I have no idea, but I always wanted to show you the Gorge. There is majesty in the Mortal Realms beyond Sigmar’s.

			And if all that majesty decayed into mouldering darkness, until the mountains were bones and the realmgate a putrefied, crawling chaos, it would have resembled the gnawhole.

			The algae-green portal swirled within an enormous, triangular frame, secured to the wall of a deep hollow by rusted chainworks and bent spikes as long as my arm. The skaven parody of a parade ground yawned before it, rank with the scent of urine, everything leaning askew. Impure energies rattled the gnawhole’s uneven frame, yet somehow it lingered. Clanrats teemed throughout the hollow, tinkering with the dubious machinery propping open the fissure in Ghur.

			Greta and I hunkered on an overhang a safe distance away. Inside the gnawhole, warp-light flashed across the dusky mirage of a city. Endless factories billowed exhaust into the cramped hell­scape, a perennial night buckling with distortions. The torments the skaven inflicted on their own screamed into Ghur from the portal, and I finally fathomed Greta’s revulsion for the ratmen.

			As ever, Greta was expressionless, but I knew the gnawhole’s utter malignancy had awed her as much as me. ‘Your brethren, Greta. It’s time.’

			Irritation creased in Greta’s brow, breaking her perfect poise. I had caught her off guard. ‘This will take focus if we’re to remain unseen.’ Thunderheads churned in her eyes, limned with propitious twilight. ‘Keep watch.’

			I did. But the more I witnessed the skaven devilry, the more I wanted Greta to get on with it. She muttered prayers to her God-King, burning her aetheric candle just bright enough to work her spell without attracting the fell attentions surrounding us.

			The loaded calm was broken by the sudden blare of a war-horn. Blasts thundered through the cavern, collapsing the largest tunnels leading to the surface. Most vermin scuttled away from the explosions, but some bold few sallied against a new onslaught. The crack of scattered handgun fire sent them dashing for cover.

			Freeguilders! Halberds brandished, bellowing with wretched fury, they surged from a nearby tunnel towards the gnawhole’s rack-and-ruin frame. More soldiers in tattered uniforms lugged blackpowder barrels in tow. The barrels were makeshift bombs, rigged to blow with matchlocks salvaged from Freeguild handguns. In the rear, the handgunners providing cover were already in the thick of a new melee, enveloped by clanrat rabble.

			It was your company. My last arrows flitted into the dark, replacing the handgunners’ cover with a final, silent storm. ‘The vanguard, Greta! Help them!’

			Lightning arced from Greta’s eyes. ‘That’s what I’m doing. The rats will feel the hammers of the Reforged.’

			The gnawhole clarified. Dreadful silhouettes bound in shadow rippled through the mantle. The deranged city on the other side resolved into a mess of deformed streets dribbling with darkness. Plague-light flashed from the portal as an ominous bell tolled, unsettling the core of me.

			I knew the talesayers’ portents. A Skaventide nightmare was crossing.

			I dropped my bow and unshouldered my empty quiver, gathering my troggspear. ‘Luda!’ Greta hissed, but I was halfway down the stony overhang, rushing to help you.

			Sigmar be damned, I wouldn’t let you fight alone. Greta didn’t need me to call down the thunder.

			Your company had the ratkin’s full attention. Wise to your attack, skaven stormed the hollow from the web of tunnels without. ‘Cut them open! Mash-mash! Chew the meat-flesh from their bone-bags!’

			The ratman who had spoken had its back turned to me. I gouged its neck open with a thrust of my spear, ripping it from its paws, then hurtled over its fresh carcass, eager to join you before the other skaven swamped us. Death wasn’t the worst I feared. And better, surely, than life alone.

			Then I saw you. You looked older than before, marching through Far-Keep’s gates with your brothers. Fresh filth caked your beard, but your eyes, even distant, blazed with unmistakable heat.

			The remaining vanguard looked to you for courage, I realised. You held them together. Your worn gravel voice echoed in the dim cavern. Your battle cry, contagious with fervour, rose above the raucous slaughter. You urged your comrades to greatness – to defend their homes, their wives, their children. Old oaths were called upon. New vows of vengeance, sworn for the fallen.

			You begged Sigmar’s strength to fuel your assault. For once, I did not resent him. I hoped he answered.

			Because we could win. Once your attack reached the gnawhole, you’d use your makeshift bombs to bring down the warpcraft sustaining it. The skaven were too undisciplined, their response scattered. Triumph lay within reach.

			I laughed like a madwoman, calling your name. And I don’t know if you heard, but you turned. You saw me. And through that fresh knot of scar tissue lacing my face, you recognised me.

			A brilliant star blazed open in the cavern ceiling. From it, a helix of purgatory light crashed into the cave floor, showing the warren in hideous relief for one spectacular moment.

			Greta had done it. Not only would we destroy the gnawhole, but we would live! With more Stormcasts beside us, anything was possible.

			The lightning evaporated. Smoke danced from the twelve-pointed star left branded in the foetid dirt where you had stood. And when the smoke was gone, so were you.

			Chittering, gleeful skaven shattered the Freeguilders’ charge, their momentum stolen. As the vermin overran them, warp-light beamed from the gnawhole in schizophrenic flashes.

			A new monstrosity emerged, twice the height of a stormfiend, a host scurrying at its hooves. A demented crown of horns coiled around a muzzle masked in human leather. The beast’s clopping gait and twin barbed tails turned my stomach. My calm broke under its corroding gaze.

			A verminlord, I would later learn. A ratkin daemon, unclean with the stuff of Chaos.

			Strange as it seems, I wasn’t thinking about it. My tears were hot as fire. I watched the skaven butcher your brothers, knifing them apart with their incisors, chortling as they tore loops of human intestines free on their notched blades. The moment swelled into an eternal point in time, painful with the clarity of knowing–

			Sigmar had taken you. Greta’s God-King, your God-King. In our time of need, he who claimed to protect us had made prey of us, stealing you on the verge of our victory.

			And if he had taken you, then at some level, you’d wanted to go.

			I finally understood the carefully crafted lie poisoning the minds of the Azyrites. Greta was wrong: there is no greater fight. Not one which deserves us. We’re pawns in the grip of powers beyond our comprehension, drawn into conflicts we care nothing for.

			We’re fuel for their fight, objects for conquest, and no more. That lie unfolded, giving shape to the hurtful truth: all we mortals had was each other. And all I’d had was you.

			Sigmar had taken everything from me.

			The verminlord shambled closer, towering above, your brothers’ offal still wet on its ruinous glaive. A daemonic halo of warp-light glimmered over its crown of horns. The emergent skaventide poured from the gnawhole as it raised an orb of molten night before me.

			‘Huntress.’ The daemon’s barbed tails snaked closer, entwining me. I met its gaze and knew: my soul had been claimed.

			Greta crashed between us like struck lightning, fire erupting from her impact. The verminlord roared, its hypnosis dispelled by Greta’s aetheric power, the stench of its scorched flesh cutting the already noxious air. ‘Stay behind me, Luda.’

			She had ceased her ritual to save me. Why? To slay the verminlord and stop the skaventide? Or… had she seen the great lie, too?

			No – Greta was a monster-slayer. A heroine reborn, and a Stormcast Eternal. As long as she had the breath to defend me, she wouldn’t let me come to harm.

			For the second time, I witnessed the awesome might of an Evocator-Prime holding nothing back. It would be a trite observation to say she moved as if unencumbered, as if her enchanted armour were a second flesh, and her blistering magic and sacred weapons mere extensions of her will – yet that was the truth. Lightning was Greta’s breath. Purifying starfire burned like beacons in her eyes.

			Greta Wolfclaw did not channel the storm. She was the storm itself.

			The skaventide ceased marching, and those vermin already here gave way to make room for their cowardice. ‘Remember our duty!’ Greta shouted to me between strikes and parries. ‘The black­powder barrels! They’re bombs, Luda! Charge the matchlocks! Destroy the gnawhole!’

			I could have. But I was frozen, locked in the torrent of my own thoughts. How long had the Stormcast ignored Far-Keep’s suffering? They had left us to fight and die for so long, only finally here once we were far beyond our own salvation. And still, Sigmar hadn’t hesitated to claim his newest champion from amongst our miserable, bickering survivors.

			Greta’s tempest blade clattered to my feet, lustreless without her aetheric charge. The verminlord’s last blow had staggered and disarmed her. Defiant, she rose, renewed by her master’s magic.

			But Greta was a slave. Whatever else she’d been, she’d forgotten upon the Anvil of Apotheosis.

			I retrieved the sigmarite sword, as long as I was tall, marvelling at its perfect balance and impossible lightness. The skaven, sensing the Evocator’s weakness, coursed from the gnawhole in earnest, surrounding her.

			‘Huntress!’ Greta stretched her hand out. That plea, those frantic eyes – they weighed on me like a stone. Greta needed her weapon to survive. To destroy the gnawhole, she needed me.

			But the skaven had taken nothing from me.

			Greta’s stormstave cracked as she deflected the verminlord’s swinging glaive. Her aetheric aura flickered against the daemon’s sickening glow. ‘Huntress!’

			I shook my head and stepped back as the verminlord drove its glaive through Greta’s breast. Disbelief and hatred warred on her face. That pained expression burnt itself into my eyes, everlasting.

			Then Greta Wolfclaw disappeared, as evanescent as she was eternal, stolen by the same spear of shining brilliance which had taken her brethren above.

			I ran. I ran for my life, and I’ll never run so hard again. But before I had taken that first step, Greta’s tempest blade burst into a cloud of tingling light, warm in my palms. It lanced behind Greta into the roof of the cavern and beyond, back to Azyr.

			Sigmar had seen fit to take the sword back, just as he had taken everything else.

			The thunder of Greta’s fall had long faded by the time I reached the surface.

			Far-Keep’s flames glowed on the horizon that night. The screams did not abate. Knights Excelsior fresh from their Consecralium had reinforced the castellans’ Freeguild regiments, but they were too late. The Mawlands skaventide numbered beyond reckoning, and Far-Keep’s fall was preordained. In the end, the Mortal Realms are the only anvil.

			Greta’s rage clings to me like musk. She’s hunting me, and I feel it. I betrayed her. Once she has my scent, compassion won’t mar our next meeting. That unusable flaw will have been pounded from her on the Anvil.

			But I’m a tusk-maiden. A huntress of Ghur. When the Wolfclaw comes, I’ll be ready.

			Remember me. I haven’t abandoned you. The Azyrites’ realmgates are closed to me, but the Burning Gorge of Andtor is unguarded. I’ll find a path to Azyr there, through plains of fire haunted by the ghosts of my kin. I’ll kill them if they get in my way.

			I’ll continue, as long and far as I must. To find you. To learn if you chose this fate.

			And if not, I’ll free you from the clutches of your God-King.

		

	
		
			 

			HAMILCAR: THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT
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			‘After my spirited departure from the Seven Words, I journeyed north towards Brachys Sound and the Sea of Scales, eager to put as much distance as I could, and, with any luck, an ocean, between myself and the Knights Merciless. With Aeygar on my side and the head start I enjoyed, I knew that the swiftest Zephyros in Sigmaron was never going to catch me – I think I just enjoyed seeing how fast the eagle could go.

			‘By some roundabout route we found ourselves in the Unchained Lands. You’ve not heard of them? I’m not surprised. I forget now where they are exactly, and you’ll find them on no map. Believe me, I’ve looked. How I wound up there, or why, or what became of them in the years since… that I couldn’t tell you. Which, now I look back on it does seem a little strange…’

			‘Hamilcar!’

			With a fierce shriek, Aeygar trimmed her wings and banked us left. Her shadow rippled across the battlements beneath us, and I shared in the aetar’s joy at her speed and power as she outpaced it. The air, as it generally was in this part of Ghur, was both humid and warm, and smelled distinctly of boar. The banners of about forty Freeguild regiments blustered in her downwash. I don’t recall now any of the banners I saw there that day. But someone clearly recognised me.

			‘Hamilcar!’

			After the first voice had flung my name into the air, it took wings of its own.

			‘Hamilcar! Hamilcar! Hamilcar!’

			It became a chant that swiftly raced ahead of us. 

			I grinned broadly and pumped one fist in the air.

			The walls quaked in response. Excelsior warpriests grew strident in their prayers. Collegiate battlemages more daring in their castings. Crossbows spat with more zing. Even the batteries of Greywater greatcannons seemed to belch out greater volumes of smoke and fire, and who knows, maybe even did some damage amidst the chainrasp hordes and spirit hosts streaming across the causeway bridges from the Unchained Lands.

			‘Soldiers of Sigmar!’ I yelled. ‘Cease your prayers, for they have been answered. The God-King sends you Hamilcar!’ 

			I nudged Aeygar with my knees to descend and circle back.

			The aetar craned her long neck to regard me regally. 

			‘Ahem.’ I coughed into my gauntlet. ‘Around and back, princess. If you don’t mind.’

			She threw her beak wide and shrieked.

			‘What are we waiting for, lord?’ said Nassam.

			Despite his quiet state of polite terror, the Jerech man was as immaculately turned out as always. The short trousers he wore were neat, and somehow more-or-less white in spite of the bug splatter that was something of an unavoidable hazard when travelling in Ghur. His breastplate was a piece of polished quartz, two inches thick and alive with colours. His sleeves were pinched at the wrists with jewels. His fingers were ringed. His turban was neat, as though it had been tied just then, with a disc of gold and amber pinned to the front. His bushy moustache was lightly greased, a trick we had picked up from the lowland nomads that was supposed to keep biting insects at bay.

			I looked as though I’d fallen out of bed and into an armoury.

			‘Keeping them hungry, my friend.’ I pointed to where a Scourge fleetmaster in dark armour draped in sea dragon scales appeared to be in charge. ‘There, Aeygar. Put us down there.’

			With quick, strident wingbeats, Aeygar descended to the parapet, scattering a unit of Darkshard crossbowmen and a grim company of aelf halberdiers wearing black helmets and mail. Her long talons scraped on the stonework as she shuffled, acclimatising to the new sense of being earthbound, and then flung out her wings as if to stretch. Their span rivalled the battlement itself, interfering with the Helstorm rocket crew embedded in the battery tower to my left. (And a good thing too – the thing is a death trap!) The blued steel and platinum scales of her torque dazzled in the light, the circlet on her aquiline brow a thread of starsilver. 

			Lifting her long neck to the sky, she issued a shriek of such bellicosity it would probably have split ordinary, unwarded stone.

			‘All right, princess,’ I muttered as I dismounted. ‘Now you’re just showing off.’

			She cocked her head, looking at me askance, and gave an innocent crow that I wasn’t buying for a second.

			Nassam hurriedly climbed down.

			‘This wall’s a shade on the small side for the both of us, my lady,’ I shouted back up. ‘Why don’t you go and see what you can do from the air.’

			With a twinkle in her eye, Aeygar turned, stepped up onto the merlons and launched herself back into the abyss. 

			Her hunting cry lingered on the muggy air.

			‘Stay behind me,’ I said to Nassam.

			Bladegheists and glaivewraiths surged over the walls as though the fortifications weren’t emblazoned with twelve-pointed stars and blessed starwater: a spectral torrent of limbs and hooded ghost-faces, of manacles and scythes and massive tomb blades, attacking with the frenzy of a dying man seeking life. 

			Now don’t get me wrong, I enjoy a battle as much as the next barbarian king. But with the dead it’s all so… soulless. No rabble-rousing cheers. No rambling speeches. No tears of frustration or screams of triumph. The dead don’t posture their way through the first hours of a battle declaiming past glories, or describe in grisly detail the fate that awaits your skull before its dutiful conveyance to the Skull Throne of Khorne. 

			Call me old fashioned, but if you don’t have any of that then I don’t see how you’re supposed to know that you’ve been in a battle. 

			Suddenly, a behemoth dropped onto the walls from on high. 

			It flapped its tiny wings, ignoring the aelf halberdiers who swept in to engage it, before propelling itself at me with a ferocity you don’t expect from a creature of Death. 

			I spun my halberd from the wrist, meeting every blow of its spirit sword with sigmarite blade or ironoak shaft. But the war machine was relentless. Every blow ground me back. Supernatural hate had been beaten into the baroque armour that encased its skeleton. Spirit energies seethed from between its bones. It was as tall as three big men, with the strength of twenty. 

			Which, by my estimation, made it equal to about one and a half Hamilcar Bear-Eaters.

			‘Is that the best you’ve got?’ I bellowed, and bared my teeth, more to put on a proper show of it for the aelves fighting for their lives around me than for my attacker’s benefit. It didn’t care, did it? 

			It came at me, heedless of my taunting. 

			I parried desperately as I gave ground. 

			‘If I was fighting a rat ogor or a yhetee, I’d probably be dead by now.’ 

			With a furnace-like bellow, it brought its sword crashing down. I angled my halberd to take it, braced my body. I grunted as brute impact force bent me to one knee, but the follow-up swipe then swung above my head. 

			‘I’m always a little slow before Nassam has made his first pot of qahua.’ 

			Dropping the lower hand from my halberd, I drew the arm back, and punched the abomination hard in the ribcage. Armour broke. Bone splintered. I took hold of an exposed rib, my gauntlet thrice-blessed and innate love of the cold keeping the chill of eternal rest at bay, and pulled. It boasted a tatty set of wings and phenomenal strength, but its weight was committed to me: I was going down and it was damn well coming down with me. 

			Its shoulder crunched into the parapet, and I gave a little pull on its rib to ensure its skull ground in right after it, and from there I kneed, punched and butted the thing for all I was worth.

			A tremendous bang punctuated my heroic efforts and the construct collapsed on top of me.

			Panting, I climbed out from under what was, now, a heap of bones. 

			The construct’s skull was a mess, spread over about eight feet of rampart. I climbed on top of it as though I’d just scaled the Algavr, the mightiest of the Mortal Realms’ mountains, and rammed my halberd into its back. I twisted the blade, just to be sure, and spirits fled up from the ruptured cavity, screaming through my beard and hair as they tore back to their master. 

			Morghasts, those constructs are called. Harbingers. Arcai. I’ve never figured out how to reliably tell the difference. But I’ve rarely heard of them travelling far from the side of Nagash or one of his generals. His Mortarchs. I remember when there were only three.

			He has more now.

			I watched the spirits’ flight, trying to see where they were going. 

			‘We’ve spoken before about stealing my thunder, Nassam.’

			‘I know, lord.’

			‘Since you’re here, you can put the kettle on.’ 

			Whether the destruction of the morghast had been decisive or coincidental, the assault on the wall seemed to be ebbing. It would not let up completely. It never would. Not until we were all dead or there were no more carcasses left in the Unchained Lands to throw at us. It was as though every dead thing in Ghur had risen to beset this place, which, given the condition of the Mortal Realms after the Great Necromancer’s most recent, grandiose cry for attention, wasn’t a possibility I could dismiss out of hand.

			But it would be a while before the necromantic generals could muster their wayward spirits into a concerted assault.

			‘I would, lord, only…’

			The Jerech stowed his smoking pistol, but could not move aside swiftly enough for the hugely armoured warrior behind him, who placed one massive gauntlet on the man’s shoulder and brushed him lightly to one side. He was a Liberator, I think, although it wasn’t so easy to tell. He was an Anvil of the Heldenhammer. Warriors of that Stormhost, as you may know, have always had a tendency to dress like lord-relictors.

			The warrior stopped before me. 

			He looked me up and down.

			After coming all this way, he apparently had nothing to say.

			I smiled for the benefit of the mortals watching, but then I saw the chamber emblem on the warrior’s shoulder.

			My heart sank.

			‘Come with me,’ he said, his rasping voice the sound of pages being torn from a prayer book and burned. 

			I thought about reminding the warrior that I was an ordained Knight-Questor, able to go where I wanted and ignore whom I pleased, but my heart wasn’t in it.

			I recognised the shoulder device.

			I knew the Stormcast who commanded here.

			My day was already ruined.

			I had fought alongside the Anvils of the Heldenhammer before. Recently, even. And as it goes they have never bothered me as much as certain other Stormhosts who, for the purposes of this tale, shall remain nameless. They’re a morbid, insular bunch, which means that, with the occasional exception, they tend to keep their odder tendencies to themselves. They also profess little interest in personal glory, which is a large part of the reason that Lord-Castellant Akturus Ironheel, my old Seven Words sparring partner, and I were able to get along so famously. 

			But there are few Strike Chambers with as black a repute as the Imperishables. 

			None of them had a commander who put chills through me quite like Lord-Celestant Settrus.

			He ignored me completely as I was led in to his commandery. My new Liberator friend bowed stiffly and withdrew with a hint of undue haste that was only noticeable if you were looking to see it.

			I knew better than to expect a hearty reception from my brothers in the Stormhosts. My soul had been damaged during my recent adventures in the Nevermarsh, and anyone with the spark of Azyr in theirs could feel it. Some knew it more keenly than others, but for any Stormcast Eternal I had become discomforting to be around. As a result I had become something of a wanted man in Sigmaron (a misunderstanding, of course, although I’ll save that story for another time) and if the Imperishables had known of it then my freedom would have been forfeit. And possibly my life as well. The Six Smiths had always wanted me back alive, but I would have sooner made them kill me than go willingly back into the cage they’d crafted for me. 

			Yes, the fact that death just meant going back the scenic route hadn’t escaped me, although Ong of the Six had warned me there was a good chance my next death could be final.

			So that was good news.

			Fortunately for me, while news can travel quickly through the Realmgates, a few steps into the vast expanse of what I like to call ‘the real world’ beyond the Free Cities, it moves more like aetherquartz.

			I’ve visited cities where I’ve had to be the one to explain how Chaos had conquered the Mortal Realms.

			If Settrus knew what had befallen my soul, then he was playing a long game.

			The Lord-Celestant was bent over a table, examining the blurred boundaries of what appeared to be a map of the fortress, but which, helpfully, was as difficult to look at as the castle itself had been from without. 

			According to the (now I think about it, somewhat hazy) legends of Aeygar’s people, the Unchained Lands were a formation of the Ghurite Hinterlands that had never settled, that had instead broken free to migrate inwards. I’ve heard some people argue that the Unchained Lands are alive. In the Ghyran Jotunberg, and the Junkar of the Heldenline, there is certainly precedent for such mammoth creatures. But I’m not convinced. Some people will always look on Ghur, in all its savagery and strangeness, and explain it as the doings of something semi-intelligent and predatory. Which is true only of most things. It had been the ancient aetar, supposedly, who at Sigmar’s behest raised the fortress here. 

			Whatever enchantments had been set upon the castle, they seemed to be at work not just on the physical stonework, but even on secondary allusions to it elsewhere. 

			Now, as much as the Arcanum Optimar has made armchair archmages of us all, I don’t know my Everblaze Comet from my Storm of Shemtek, but the power behind a spell like that had to have been formidable. Godlike. Certainly beyond the powers of the aetar. It occurred to me that this was probably why Aeygar’s people had lost the fortress their ancestors had built. Its own enchantments made them forget. Of course, why anyone would want a castle they couldn’t see or find again was a mystery to me. 

			At least, it was at the time.

			I cleared my throat. 

			Settrus ignored me. See this paper? his aspect seemed to suggest. This paper is more important to me than you think you are.

			I felt myself unconsciously deflate.

			After what was, to me at least, an uncomfortably long silence, he looked up.

			The white helm on his black armour looked like a skull without actually attempting to portray one. There were round slits for the eyes, but no eyes within, just black whorls, as if the sigmarite thrice-blessed was the sanctuary not of a man but of a Shyishan underworld under the temporary protection of Azyr. The harness itself was a tomb fit for a golden king. Hieroglyphics adorned the dusty black plates. Elaborate serpents wound up the arms and legs, and a fabulously crested asp fanned up from the dark ridge of sigmarite that ran behind his neck to present a halo. Settrus and his Imperishables, and indeed all the Anvils of the Heldenhammer, were intimately associated with the Realm of Death, but I had no idea who, or what, any of them had been in life.

			He fixed me with that eyeless gaze.

			‘Why have you come?’

			That was Settrus. No preamble. No greeting. Voice like gravesand running through an hourglass. 

			I took a step inside, although moving against that stare is one of the hardest things I will ever do. I once saw him make a slann blink.

			‘I was hoping to ask you the same question,’ I said.

			‘Why I came?’

			I snorted, not entirely comfortable. ‘No. Why I came.’

			The Lord-Celestant stared at me a while longer.

			He gestured to the table map. ‘Do you see this, Bear-Eater?’

			‘More or less.’

			‘When I first set foot in this citadel the page was blank. Day by day the magic fades. I can almost see it now. So it is with the keep itself, and the minds of those who, in days past, once knew of it.’

			I crossed the chamber to join the Lord-Celestant in his appreciation of an essentially blank piece of paper. The not-quite-there lines made my head ache.

			‘It doesn’t look like much.’ 

			‘Soon.’ He looked up from the map. With no more than the width of a table between us, the intensity of his gaze was ­startling. ‘What do you know of this place?’

			I leant forward. ‘Nothing.’

			‘It is a Stormvault.’

			I whistled. 

			Of course I had no idea what a Stormvault was, but it seemed the appropriate response to the sombre gravitas of the Lord-Celestant’s tone. As a storyteller myself, I understand the importance of a willing audience. 

			I’ve learned a thing or two since then though, so allow me to explain…

			The Stormvaults were constructed by Sigmar in the Age of Myth. Holdfasts for some of the more terrible artefacts his explorations of the Mortal Realms unearthed. Dungeons for vanquished beings too potent even for the God-King to destroy outright. And when you think about some of things that Sigmar did outright destroy in his time, then you start to realise that ‘potent’ has a different meaning for Sigmar than it has for you and me.

			‘What’s inside?’ I asked.

			Settrus looked at me, nonplussed. ‘You would ask me that?’

			‘How can you stand there and not wonder?’

			‘The secret was hidden by Sigmar’s decree. The power of his writ may fade with the Necroquake, but we are the Stormcast Eternals, emissaries of his storm, and bound forever by his law.’

			I nodded. My god-given authority to ignore orders without having to creatively misinterpret them first had not yet got old. I ached to know what this Stormvault held. But disagreeing with Settrus just wasn’t done. To his face, at least.

			‘The Imperishables yield to no one,’ Settrus went on. ‘We will outlast Death.’ 

			Now, I enjoy a little bravado. But the moment you realise the person genuinely means it is when it ceases to be amusing.

			The Lord-Celestant studied me.

			‘Your raiment has changed since our last encounter.’

			I held up my arms, tilted my head back so my beard would not obscure the device on my breastplate, and grinned. ‘The finest suit of bastion plate from the smithies of Sigmaron.’

			‘You have changed.’

			‘I am Knight-Questor now.’ 

			‘And the God-King delivers you to me?’

			He extended his hand across the table. I hesitated a moment, surprised more than anything, before offering mine. We gripped forearms. 

			Apparently it’s in the manner of warriors. To be honest, I only started to do it because everyone seems to expect it. 

			The dark wells of Settrus’ eyes seemed to wobble in their steady swirl and he released me sharply. 

			I’ve witnessed some horrors in my time, but seeing the Lord-Celestant of the Imperishables take a backward step ranks highly amongst them.

			‘I will take your timely arrival as an omen from Sigmar,’ he said

			‘Probably wise,’ I said, forcing a grin.

			‘You will fight with us.’ It was, I noted, not a question.

			‘I’ll… fight,’ I said, easing back from the table.

			Settrus turned back to his invisible map.

			I couldn’t get outside fast enough.

			Nassam hurried after me, the scuff of his sankritt leather boots drowned out by the echo of my sigmarite thrice-blessed on ancient stone. My greater-than-human stride forced the Jerech into an awkward trot, making my pace appear far more nonchalant than it actually was. I was breaking at least half a dozen of Sigmar’s oldest and mightiest rules just by trying to find the Stormvault, but you cannot put the Bear-Eater in a castle and point to him the door he cannot open. The lure for me was twofold. I could glimpse an ancient treasure, perhaps even a weapon, and wait there for whatever minion Nagash had commanded here to come to me, for the vault’s treasure was surely what they sought.

			I could just wait this out, kill him or her, and claim all the glory.

			The difficulty, of course, lay in finding something expressly engineered to be hidden even from the gods. 

			If I had an advantage it was that the power of obfuscation was obviously failing, and that the castle itself was not large. The bustle and din of its soldiers filtered like the dust of ages through the columns of the pristine, almost consecrated spaces of its inner halls. I found myself wandering in silent amazement that Settrus and his warriors could have been two hundred strides hence and never been tempted to venture this far.

			And therein lay my second, arguably greater, advantage.

			Whether it was conscious or unconscious, the Imperishables avoided this part of the keep. I could tell by the muddy footprints, equipment and general scuffing that was evident everywhere else but here.

			The inner courtyard was a grandly colonnaded hall, designed for a more enlightened age and, one imagines, eagles. Aetar soared through dizzying frescoes, their flights encircling the golden apex figure of Sigmar. 

			Over the later panels, the aetar gradually diminished in prominence and number. Sigmar no longer appeared. Humans replaced them. By their appearance, garb and predisposition towards being depicted in poses of prayer, I assumed them to be flagellants. In one large scene, a thousand-strong congregation bore an old woman through the Stormvault’s radiant gates. She was wearing chains. Some kind of Ghurite spirit deity or demigoddess of the land, I imagined. I had encountered the like myself. A wayward power that Sigmar had been unable, or for some reason unwilling, to recruit to his Pantheon or destroy out of hand. 

			The halo that had been drawn above her head, however, made me wonder.

			The air before me trilled with gentle power. 

			Sparks came off my fingers.

			I had a third advantage that those I meet are often prone to overlook. I am, when all is said and done, a champion of Sigmar. My intentions towards the Stormvault were more-or-less pure.

			Nassam breathed deep. 

			‘Do you smell that, my lord? The air is so sweet. So pure.’

			I nodded. ‘Sigmar once stood here.’

			‘May I ask a question, lord?’

			‘As many as you like.’

			‘Why are we here? Should we not be pursuing our quest, or aiding in the battle above?’

			‘Fear not, my friend, the God-King would give some sort of sign if we were to go astray.’

			Nassam nodded, believing every word out of my mouth as though it were hand-blessed by the arch-lector. The only downside to this, as I would later discover, was that he remembered everything too. Like all the best lies, however, it was based on truth. A Knight-Questor’s geas ruled him completely and despite my outward bluster and free-spiritedness, I don’t think I could take any action that did not in some way serve Sigmar’s purpose for me. 

			Fortunately for the Mortal Realms, I have always been extra­ordinarily good at convincing myself, and others, of what is and is not Sigmar’s will.

			‘Are we not disobeying Lord-Celestant Settrus’ orders?’ he said.

			‘Fear not, Nassam. I am a Knight-Questor, unbiddable even to Lord-Celestants.’ Particularly if the Lord-Celestant in question wasn’t there to stop me. ‘You will be safe from censure with me.’

			‘But–’

			I put my finger to my lips.

			Nassam obediently fell quiet.

			‘Ready your weapon.’

			‘But–’

			‘This is the resting place of a potent artefact or the prison of a terrible beast,’ I growled. ‘I know not which, but judging from the art that surrounds us, I think it safe to assume the latter.’

			Reluctantly, the Jerech drew his greatsword.

			I drew my own halberd from the bracket on my backplate. 

			A wooden portal lay ahead of us, man-sized, utterly inconsequential amidst the gilt and grandeur of the hall, and yet divine instinct drew me towards it. I extended my hand to the door. I felt nothing. Or, at least, nothing more overt and extraordinary than oak grain and old, polished brass. I looked at Nassam and caught him watching me rather than the door. I bared my teeth in a savage grin. Alone, I might have persuaded myself at the last moment to obey at least this one of Sigmar’s laws and turned around, but with the Jerech there with me, there was no way I would change my mind now.

			And people ask me why I keep him around.

			I pushed open the door, and stepped through.

			Impossible machinery whirred.

			A cosmic orrery of grand scale filled the central vault, concentric rings of brass and starsilver turning relentlessly about a central orb, a whooshing, grinding motion, akin to a sigmarite warblade pressed to the grinding wheel of the gods. It radiated heat. Not the muggy warmth of the Unchained Lands, but a white heat that purged the mind and turned thoughts to smoke. Liquid metal sluiced through buried channels. Glowing runes hissed. There were no guys or supports. As far as I could tell it floated under its own power. The way a moon did. And yet for all its size and power and waning influence, it was a challenge to dwell upon directly. The rotation of the rings was profoundly hypnotic. The runes’ heat stung my eyes and made my eyelids droop. 

			I knew the handiwork of Grungni’s disciples when I was stuck in a room with it. 

			But I almost forget! The vault contained one last object.

			It was a bed.

			An apse.

			A throne with rings on the arms for chains.

			I’m still not entirely certain what it was.

			An old woman sat on the low dais at the foot of it, her head resting on what appeared to be an aetherdown cushion. She was garbed in pale, shapeless linens. Light chains trailed the short distance between the... let’s settle on chair, and her ankles and wrists. It was the woman from the frescoes whose internment had brought about such rejoicing. The one for whom this Stormvault had been constructed and its magic lain. It could be no other. She didn’t stir as I entered. Were it not for the raw hum of piety in my teeth, I might have imagined her long dead.

			I held my hand out to bid Nassam behind me as I inched towards the chair.

			The woman lifted her head towards me.

			Her eyelids fluttered open.

			I cried out, scalded. Her eyes were rheumy and tired, but they burned with a glory that would have bent even a warrior-devout like the Steel-Soul to one knee. 

			‘Who are you?’ 

			‘Lord!’ Nassam cried, charging to my side, only to fall to his knees with a whimper as the woman graced him with her gaze. His greatsword fell from his fingers with a clatter of toughened glass.

			With a crinkling of ancient fabrics, the woman straightened.

			Her light appeared to shrink.

			She sighed, her voice becoming smaller. ‘You interrupt my prayers.’ 

			‘What…?’ My mouth worked as though Sigmar had ordered me to read the entire Great Library of Sigmaron. ‘What are you?’

			She smiled tiredly. ‘An impertinent question to ask a lady.’

			I took a cautious step towards her, wary of her light returning full force. ‘My name is Hamilcar Bear-Eater, Knight-Questor of Sigmar Heldenhammer, the God-King of Azyr and of the Mortal Realms. My lady.’ I bowed. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of me.’

			‘I have been here, in this vault, for an age of the world.’

			I knew that.

			But I still thought it possible.

			‘How times change,’ she whispered, apparently to herself. ‘Once, Sigmar would scour the realms for those who would serve as his champions. Now it would seem he simply makes his own.’

			‘You are one of the Devoted?’ I asked. 

			‘Ansira was my name. High priestess of the temple at Ambersand. The highest seat of the cult in all of Ghur.’

			I looked at the machinery around me. ‘Then why did his followers imprison you here?’

			The woman, Ansira, snorted. Her intent was probably to appear contemptuous, but tears shone in her eyes before she could close them. When she opened them again, she, too, was looking up into the spinning chambers of the cosmic orrery. ‘A Penumbral Engine. Built by Grungni, although the design was not his. I do not know who bears that honour.’ She looked down. ‘The faithful ask no questions. For all that I took this seat willingly, I was a prisoner.’ 

			‘Why?’

			‘Where were you back then, Hamilcar Bear-Eater, Knight-Questor of Sigmar Heldenhammer, God-King of Azyr and of the Mortal Realms? You ask the questions I never thought to.’

			I shook my head. 

			That had not been my intent.

			Serving Sigmar is a blessed gift, one that any man or woman should be honoured to hold. I’ve never been able to figure out why anyone would give their strength to any god but him. 

			‘You are probably unaware of an event or two from the last few dozen centuries,’ I said. ‘The Great Necromancer, Nagash, in your time Sigmar’s ally and brother, has unleashed a plague of dark magic upon the Mortal Realms that–’

			‘The Shyishan Necroquake,’ Ansira sighed. ‘Yes, I know. The Arcanum Optimar. The Time of Tribulation. The Age of Chaos.’ In spite of the waves of molten heat issuing from the cosmic orrery, she shivered, suddenly seeming very old and very frail indeed. ‘My internment within the Penumbral Engine was not the peaceful slumber that I had envisioned or was promised by the Smiths of Grungni.’ 

			I snorted. I was with her there. 

			She looked down at her hands. ‘I was not young when I entered this place. I had risen to command the cult in Ghur. I had lived two hundred years. But I was healthy. My faith kept me strong.’ She raised her hands to me. They were wizened and they trembled. ‘See what my servitude has brought me. And I felt it all.’

			‘You still look fair to me, my lady,’ I said.

			‘Gallant. Is that your task from the God-King, Knight-Questor? To flatter me?’

			‘No.’ I tapped on my breastplate. ‘That is from me.’

			In spite of her blatant misery, she smiled.

			‘The Penumbral Engines took great power,’ she said. ‘And faith… faith was my power. Or so it once was. That was why my own followers entombed me here within this vault. That was my task from the God-King.’

			‘I fear your task is done. I am told that the Necroquake has damaged the Engine irreparably.’

			‘I only wish that it had. At least then I would not have to agonise over my choice.’

			‘What do you mean? What choice?’

			‘Can you not see for yourself? The orrery continues to turn. The Penumbral Engine works as well now as the day the Great Maker set it from his forge.’ She was silent a moment. ‘Nightmares of death stirred me. They were strong enough to wake me, breaking my connection to the Penumbral Engine. Long enough for me to break free from it.’

			‘But why…’ I said, genuinely unable to comprehend it. ‘Why would you want to do that?’

			Ansira laughed a quiet, miserable laugh.

			Nassam looked up from the bow he had been crouched in for about ten minutes. ‘Can you not return to it, sainted one?’ 

			‘Never,’ said Ansira. Her voice was like slate. Brittle, but, from another angle, also hard. Black as the skies of Ulgu at night.

			‘The lords of undeath that assail us will forget why they attack,’ Nassam pressed. ‘The siege will lift. The God-King’s treasures will be hidden again as he intended for them to be.’

			‘I said no,’ said Ansira, her aura briefly flaring, and Nassam swiftly signed the hammer and averted his gaze with a muttered prayer. I winced. ‘If I had known then what it was I submitted to, the millennia of pain that awaited me. No. No. What loving god would abuse his faithful so?’

			This was a question that only a Stormcast Eternal could properly answer. 

			‘I know the torment you speak of.’

			I recalled the splitting of thunder, my physical body breaking under the blows of hammers, the better parts of myself falling from me as sparks, impurities of mortality to be beaten from the instrument of blessed sigmarite that the work of the God-King demanded me to be. 

			There are Stormcasts who embrace the storm with as much abandon as I profess to and they are, to a man and woman, all fools.

			‘I understand,’ I said

			‘You think so?’

			‘Yes, my lady. Sigmar…’ I gritted my teeth and glanced at Nassam. A silent instruction that the words I uttered now were a secret to remain forever within the confines of the Stormvault, ‘…demands much of those to whom much has been given.’ 

			‘I can see what he has given you, Knight-Questor. You are tall, strong, mighty. A panoply to match your fine body. Look at me, Hamilcar. What has this god of ours given me that he can demand so much?’

			I waved my hand as though this should be obvious. We were getting closer towards my element here. Settrus and his Imperish­ables could fight until the Old Ones came home, but I could wrap up the whole affair right then and there. 

			All I had to do was convince a high priestess of Sigmar where her devotion lay.

			‘He has given you a purpose.’

			She snorted. 

			I blinked, taken aback.

			‘And what purpose?’ she said.

			‘You have kept one of his greatest secrets here, my lady. And spared the realms the ruin of those who would misuse it.’ 

			‘Are you a fool, Bear-Eater. Or is it merely an act?’

			‘My… lady?’

			She shook her head sadly. ‘The realms have been brought to ruin so many times while I’ve slept that I have lost count of the times. The two Great Waaaghs! of Gorkamorka. Another so-called ally and brother of the God-King. Then Chaos. The wars of Death.’ She rested her head back upon her cushioned seat. ‘Ambersand no longer even exists. My temple was crushed under the foot of the Great Green God not a hundred years after my confinement. So tell me, wise one, what exactly has my torment saved the Mortal Realms from?’

			‘You can’t know how much worse things might have been.’

			‘Believe me, Hamilcar. I have had a long time to imagine.’

			‘Do you even know what the Stormvault contains?’

			‘A weapon.’

			My eyebrow lifted.

			‘Take it if you want,’ Ansira muttered into her cushion. ‘I no longer believe that it matters.’

			My fingers flexed of their own volition. They were tempted. Awfully tempted.

			‘Lord Hamilcar would never betray the faith of the God-King,’ said Nassam.

			I frowned. But he was probably right.

			‘Sigmar has blessed you with long life,’ I said. ‘Longer than most mortals could imagine. Who else can say they have served their god as long or as well? Even for an immortal like me, the realms are too full of dangers for us to expect the span that you have seen. Even if much of it has been visions of horror, you must have seen as well the embers of hope. With the help of his faithful it was Sigmar who did this. Return to the Penumbral Engine, and as Hamilcar Bear-Eater stands before you now you’ll live to see the return of a Golden Age to the Mortal Realms.’

			‘Eternal life is a cruel gift to bestow on one in constant pain. Is that something Sigmar would do? Or would you think that the hallmark of his nemeses within the Dark Pantheon? Look at me, Bear-Eater. Look at me. If you came upon a warrior of yours in this state, would you not deliver them mercy?’

			‘But you have power, my lady.’

			‘The power to do only his bidding. The power to suffer forever in his name. To a conviction I no longer share. My power came from my faith, so if, in my heart, I deny him, do I still have power?’ She closed her eyes. I think she wept anew. ‘Leave me, Bear-Eater. I will not be persuaded.’

			‘But–’

			‘You waste your gifts arguing with an old woman. Even if you could somehow persuade me, it would do you no good.’

			‘Why not?’

			Her smile was brief and broken. That of a lifelong captive gifted one last day in the sun before her end. ‘Because I do not have faith.’

			A rumbling crash from somewhere above us reverberated through the vault. We weren’t so far from the walls that we couldn’t hear the screams. The orrery spun on, regardless. I took its cue and tried to ignore it.

			‘Lord?’ said Nassam.

			‘But when I entered,’ I said, ignoring him, my eyes fixed on the old priestess, ‘you told me that you were praying.’

			‘I was,’ she said, and with her eyes closed she smiled. ‘I was praying for death.’ 

			As if in response to that dire pronouncement, the great aetar-made walls shook. The air grew hot, the arcane machine that whirred around us seething as master rune after master rune exerted against some inimical working of magic. Now, I’m no sorcerer, as I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you, but I’m as much a creature of the Cosmic Storm as I am a warrior of flesh and blood. Even I could sense the great tide of undeath that that casting had set loose. I heard the clatter of hooves, screams getting closer. A potent wielder of Shyish was approaching, his full attentions turned upon the Stormvault at last. 

			And not before time if you ask me.

			Nassam turned to me. ‘Lord?’

			‘Wait here.’

			I opened the portal and stepped back out into the hall.

			The far end wall was gone, along with most of the ceiling. Whether it had been felled by sorcery or by artillery I didn’t know, and both are equally low forms of warfare in my estimation. A malevolent amethyst fog pressed through the breaks in the masonry like a primordial creature of Death, the surviving wards on the blessed stone hissing as the fog smothered them one by one. Human warriors in quartered liveries of burgundy and gold screamed in terror as they fled the encroaching mist. And worse. As I watched, hexwraiths, armoured skeleton knights riding on aethereal steeds, galloped from the Endless Spell, a foam-crested wave of vague horse forms upon which scythe-wielding warriors were cast against the broken Freeguild.

			I felt terrifically selfish and unworthy of the soldiers’ sacrifices just then.

			Nassam was right. In my heart, I knew I should have been out there with them when the attack had come.

			There was more than one Champion of the God-King in this fortress. 

			From where I was standing, there were hundreds.

			‘Warriors of Sigmar, to me!’ I bellowed, stepping fully into the inner courtyard and waving my halberd above my head. ‘The Bear-Eater stands here! Retreat to the Stormvault!’

			A shriek split the air. I looked to the jagged rent in the ceiling fresco. 

			The sight both lifted my heart, and then spitefully crushed it.

			Aeygar tumbled out of the sky, her golden body entwined with that of a ghastly skeletal drake. The two behemoths bit and tore at one another. The aetar princess outspanned her undead rival almost twofold, but the rising strength of undeath had given it undue weight. Its bones were black iron and indestructible to any mortal blow. Powerful spirit energies boiled from the sockets of its skull, and from between the gaps in its bones. It was a creature I knew well. 

			I breathed its name as though uttering it aloud would cost me my soul.

			‘Ashigaroth.’

			Its presence meant one thing.

			Mannfred von Carstein, Mortarch of Being a Pain In My Neck, sat high in the abyssal’s saddle. With a wave of his pale hand, a gout of insubstantial fire washed over Aeygar. The eagle shrieked. Her armoured torque glowed white hot. Ashigaroth sank its teeth into her neck, buckling the enchanted metal scales. Aeygar raked furiously with talons the length of sword blades. Precious metals rained to earth as the eagle screeched mournfully. Ashigaroth trumpeted as she pulled herself from its clutches and withdrew, shaking the Stormvault to its foundations. 

			I watched the princess depart, but all I could think of was death. The jaws of the abyssal on my chest. Crushing the life from me. The lure of the spirit hosts in its gullet. Pulling me under as Death sought to devour me. Even as the tug of Sigmaron pulled against it. The promise of oblivion versus the agonies of Reforging.

			Even now, I’m not sure I got the better deal.

			I gulped down a breath, used it to compensate with a roar of my own.

			‘To me,’ I yelled, stepping forth as though I had never before known fear, to behead a hexwraith and usher fleeing soldiers through the door behind me. Bellowing in fury, I swung at the fleeting shade of a dread knight. It bled into the mists from whence it had threatened to strike, and my blade swept through it, two more warriors ducking under the sweep of my arm and escaping inside.

			I bellowed against the rising tide, chainrasps scratching at my sigmarite greaves, spirit hosts pulling on my beard, and only when it became clear that no lesser a being than Sigmar himself was still alive out there did I step back into the Stormvault myself. I tried to haul it shut behind me but the pull of the dead held it fast. I walked backwards to give myself room to fight, twirling my halberd in readiness.

			About two-score human spear- and bowmen had escaped the slaughter and had mustered with Nassam in an almost instinctual circle of protection around Ansira. The old priestess was recumbent on the dais, head in the seat of her chair, unsurprised and apparently unmoved by the approach of our demise. With all of that being so, I found myself somewhat envious of her ability to rally the shattered Freeguilds to her.

			I was going to have to up my game.

			‘Whatever comes through that door!’ I bellowed, turning towards it with my halberd gripped two-handed. I bared my teeth. ‘Face it without fear, for Hamilcar will be facing it first and he will show you how it’s done.’ 

			Bolts of Azyrite energy blitzed the open doorway, and in spite of my bravado I covered my eyes and retreated from the shrieks of the twice-slain. 

			There is, I suppose, some irony in the fact that the only power I truly fear these days is that which flows from the same source as my own.

			Lord-Celestant Settrus and a Thunderhead Brotherhood of Imperishables swept into the Stormvault even as I drew my hand from my reddened eyes. The Liberators pivoted on the heel, locked shields, and planted them on the ground with a clang. The Judicators then turned, automata following the same clockwork routine, laying boltstorm crossbows on their brothers’ shoulders and volleying the corridor with lightning.

			Settrus strode towards me. 

			Then past.

			He dropped to one knee before the cosmic orrery and signed the hammer across his breast. ‘Sigmar, Lord of Heaven, forgive this unworthy trespass.’ 

			His gaze slid across the moving wonder of the Penumbral Engine before settling on the old woman. 

			She returned it quite evenly.

			I loved her, I think. Just a little bit.

			Settrus’ fist tightened around the grip of his hammer. ‘Who is this? And how did she come to be in here?’

			‘I think they actually built it around her,’ I said.

			‘I do not understand you.’

			‘It means she has protected this Stormvault far longer than you or I have been around.’

			Settrus took a moment to scrutinise the spinning orrery. 

			He was as much a Lord-Ordinator as I am a Knight-Incantor, but this, as I know, is no reason to refrain from professing unwavering certainty on a subject upon which countless lives would ultimately depend.

			‘Then she can do so again,’ he said.

			Ansira shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘You will.’

			‘No.’

			The Lord-Celestant took a step towards her, his gaze practically drilling into her. ‘You will.’

			‘There is nothing you can threaten that will be worse than what I have known. I am old,’ Ansira wailed. ‘I have already given Sigmar so much. Why can’t you just let me die?’

			Settrus made a sound of disgust and looked away. 

			‘Sigmar has commanded it, and so it must be–’

			‘They are here!’

			The shout came from the corridor. 

			An explosion of purple-edged fury took out the Liberator shield wall and most of the doorframe, and threw the bodies inwards, the immediately slain breaking down into lightning before they hit the ground. 

			‘You prayed for death,’ I roared, turning my head to Ansira. ‘I think death heard, my lady, but not death alone.’

			‘Warriors to me,’ Settrus commanded. 

			‘Freeguild to me!’ I roared.

			‘Give no ground,’ Settrus went on. Even then, in the face of battle and next to me, the Lord-Celestant did not raise his voice. He would not concede the dead even that much. ‘Let the ground give. We who have claimed death will yield it nothing.’

			The surviving Liberators re-formed into a short line with their Lord-Celestant at its centre. They hoisted shields as one, as a wedge of heavily armoured, definitely corporeal foot knights rushed through the ruined archway. They came in spiked and fluted armour, night black and deep, deep purple. Batwing motifs, which I now know heralded them as household knights of the Shyishan state of Carstinia, adorned helmets and rondels and pinned cloaks to pallid necks. They hissed as they sprinted at the Liberators, delivering challenges in accordance with some chivalric code and attempting to transfix them with the glare of bloodshot eyes. They crashed into the Liberators as though someone had thrown a bucketful of swords at a shield wall. They were blurs of speed, centuries of blade skill allied to vampiric strength, and the equal of the Liberators in every way but numbers. 

			In that they bettered them at least four to one.

			Nassam, meanwhile, rushed to my side with about fifteen ­spearmen in tow. Freeguild-trained greatswords served as honour guards to their generals and heroes, and, adorable as that was, that remained his first instinct in battle.

			‘Defend the old woman,’ I told them. ‘Leave this to Sigmar’s own heroes.’

			Something altogether mightier than a vampire forced an entrance through the doorway rubble. A pair of morghasts. The arcai type, I was sure, armed with black-bladed halberds half again as long as mine. The harbinger type that I had faced earlier were assassins, constructed to the sole end of ensuring the Mortal Realms knew that Nagash was unhappy about something. The arcai were the bodyguards of the God of Death and his generals, and rarely ventured far beyond their sight. 

			As if to congratulate me on my knowledge of Shyish, Mannfred von Carstein strode in between them like a nobleman on a summer stroll.

			The Mortarch was unnaturally tall. His head was bald with a ridged brow, his face bestial and far from human. His eyes were dominated by the whites, no iris or pupils, and the canines were huge in his mouth. He was armoured as his knights were, in ridges of black plate. Gothic shoulder guards flared back from his breastplate, batwings ribbed with gold, and stamped in turn with rondel pieces in the shape of chiropteran skulls. In his right hand he carried a long sword. In the other, a long-handled glaive with a curved sickle edge. Both weapons were surrounded by nimbi of unsubtle killing force. Skeletal runes on the two weapons, and on the Mortarch’s armour, sucked the life energy out of the room.

			‘Mannfred!’ I bellowed, driving every spark of belligerence and charisma in my being into those syllables, and struck my halberd’s ferule on the ground. ‘We meet again!’

			The vampire turned to me, and I felt the awesome tonnage of centuries that lay behind those death-white eyes. He had grown in power since the years we had spent stalking one another across the forests of Cartha and the Sea of Bones. The renewed patronage of his master and the Arcanum Optimar had been good to him. 

			But then, I hadn’t exactly been sitting on my hands since the Realmgate Wars either.

			‘Bear-Eater,’ he snarled. 

			Bellowing at the top of my lungs, I launched myself at the smirking Mortarch. 

			It was not all bluster. The armies of Death depend on their figurehead the way those of the Kharadron rely on their endrin – take it away and things start falling. If I could slay Mannfred von Carstein then I could decapitate his army and live to boast about it afterwards. 

			This is what I call win-win. 

			I swung my halberd like a headsman’s axe. Had it connected it would have cloven the vampire in two and, as messy as that would have been, I would have been more than happy with that. As it was, Mannfred yielded. He bent like a snake, upper body twisting away from me even as his legs stayed rooted, his sword whipping back across his body to meet the descending blade. Our weapons clanged, locked, and we held that pose for the span of a heartbeat, snarling in each other’s faces, testing each other’s strength. 

			He struck me an uppercut that lifted me from the ground like a toy soldier. 

			The back of my shoulder plate crunched into the cosmic orrery. I bit my bottom lip with the impact. I had a moment to appreciate the power of the machine I had just hit as it spasmed through me, just as one of the outer spheres sliced across my arm and flung me sideways. 

			I must have gone a dozen feet, over the heads of the melee certainly, but somehow Mannfred was there waiting when I landed.

			His glaive arced down for me. I rolled. The cruel blade gouged into the rock, an inch from my face. I sprang quickly to my feet. Mannfred saluted me with a dip of the head and a flourish of his sword, his glaive humming as he spun it lightly about the wrist.

			He was playing with me. 

			Gripping my halberd two-handed, across my body like an oar, I went at the bloodsucker with both ends. 

			With an effortless twirl of his glaive and the occasional back-step he parried blade and butt, his smirk widening all the while.

			‘I have missed you, Hamilcar. Unlife has hardly been the same since Sigmar called off your hunt for me. The Hallowed Knights did not take the same pleasure in our chase.’ A dizzying combination of sword and glaive reversed us, turned me onto the back foot. An up-swing from the glaive broke open my guard. The halberd’s shaft went up, over my head, my chest open. ‘I appreciated that.’ His sword darted out for my heart.

			It struck the flat of Settrus’ hammer. 

			The Lord-Celestant’s cloak sparkled, killing forces earthing themselves through his armoured frame and rippling out through his sigmarite warcloak.

			‘My name is Settrus,’ he announced, in a voice that brooked no contradiction, ‘Lord-Celestant of the Imperishables, and I command you die.’

			Mannfred flinched. 

			The Mortarch of Night actually flinched.

			His dismay lasted about a second. And then he started to laugh. If I had hoped it to be the peculiar mode of his demise then disappointment was as swift and unerring as a star-fated arrow from a realmhunter’s bow. 

			He punched Settrus in the chest, crushing the sigmarite breastplate around his fist, and tossed the Lord-Celestant aside.

			‘Oh, Sigmar,’ he cried. His laughter became screeches of merri­ment. ‘What advantage do you seek to gain from this sleight of hand?’ His smile was predatory and wide as Settrus struggled back up, breath rasping through at least one ruptured lung. ‘You lie, thief. You are not the king whose name you bear! If you were he, then I would be slain already.’

			‘Hamilcar!’ 

			My bellow drew the vampire’s attention from the injured Lord-Celestant, and I lunged at him like a wild man from the Everwinter, dropping my halberd shaft over his shoulders and pinning him between it and my body. His feet kicked up off the ground as I bent backwards and pulled. He gnashed his fangs. I grinned. 

			Settrus, one hand cosseting his chest, hefted his warhammer grimly.

			In light of the events that followed, my memories of the fight are understandably somewhat hazy. 

			I think we were winning…

			I slid down the wall of the vault, my body aching as though I’d been run over both ways by a gryph-charger. The rough outline of a fist had been hammered into my armour in several places. I groaned, my head ringing with the faraway sounds of thunder. Settrus, meanwhile, struggled in a chokehold. Mannfred lifted the Lord-Celestant the way a knight might raise a goblet to his king, ignoring the Imperishable’s kicks to his chest and crushing the warrior’s gorget in his grip.

			‘To Sigmar,’ Mannfred laughed, his mild manner betrayed by the animal hiss in his words. ‘Do not consider me ungrateful, cur, for holding this Stormvault safe for my return.’ 

			He looked away from the helpless Lord-Celestant. 

			Only two of Settrus’ Liberators were still fighting, backed into a corner by the furious Carstinian blood knights. The Freeguild had been massacred attempting to fend off the two arcai. Nassam and a couple of spearmen were all that were left, resolutely defending Ansira’s dais, as well as the bowmen pestering the bone behemoths with arrows.

			Mannfred gestured wearily towards the priestess. 

			‘Kill the woman,’ said Mannfred. ‘Break the machine. Ransack the room. Whoever presents me with the Witchglaive of U’hor can count upon a thousand years of my esteem.’

			The vampiric knight nearest to the machine hastened to obey. 

			Settrus’ grip on Mannfred’s forearm suddenly tightened, forcing the Mortarch to look him in the eye. 

			‘That which Sigmar forbade shall never be wielded.’

			Mannfred dangled the Lord-Celestant like a piece of meat. ‘And how do you intend to prevent it, nameless wretch?’

			‘I… command you… die.’

			With his one free arm, the Lord-Celestant reached up and thrust a hand into the cosmic orrery.

			His scream, then, was the first and last time I ever heard him raise his voice.

			The spinning spheres took his hand off at the wrist. His head snapped back, and he howled. Blue fire erupted from the mouth and eye slits of his helmet. The breath of Dracothion. The Apotheosis fire of the Stormcast Eternals. Mannfred dropped him with a scream of his own. He flapped his hand, flinging droplets of metal from what had previously been a gauntlet all over the floor. But Settrus did not fall. He hung there, cruciform, like a Celestian Vortex, lightning spitting from him as his body dissolved. Where bolts struck the Penumbral Engine it juddered. The room spun. Suddenly I was standing. My halberd in the other hand. Mannfred dragging himself backwards towards the door. Another bolt hit. Another leap forward. I was on the ground. Mannfred on top of me, red-eyed and bestial, ripping at my gorget with his teeth. An arcai dashed Nassam into the wall. The next moment the Jerech was beside me, putting bullet after bullet into Mannfred’s body. My memory was in pieces. Settrus was the only constant to that room then as Sigendil is to us all. Lightning poured out of him. His cries grew. He was no longer a man, nor even the shape of one. He was lightning. The fires beneath his helmet began to waver. 

			And still, he would not submit.

			‘He is not strong enough for this,’ I heard Ansira shout over the storm. 

			‘Watch!’ I yelled back. ‘Settrus is the strongest soul I know. He can survive any–’

			With a final scream the Lord-Celestant broke apart. 

			Lightning sprayed to the eight corners of the cosmos. Blood knights dropped instantly to ash. Morghasts lost their animating power and became lifeless bone. Mannfred crumpled like a set of clothes with no wearer, red steam rising off his bones as lightning arced across the Penumbral Engine, bored into the walls, and made the entire mountain shake.

			I took a rather nasty sunburn too, let me tell you.

			‘Settrus?’ I bellowed. 

			But he was gone. Really gone. Deep down, I knew that. Broken into a billion pieces to feed the Penumbral Engine with a few lost and stuttering seconds of faith. Grungni himself could hammer at what was left of him, but until Khorne grew tired of blood, nobody was putting him back together after that. 

			‘His power was a gift,’ Ansira wept. 

			What she must have endured to keep the Penumbral Engine running for so many centuries was brought home to me with Settrus’ end. I was awed by it. Had my muscles not been so stiff I might have bent the knee, as Nassam had been wise enough to do from the outset.

			‘If Sigmar could have driven the engine with his own power then he would have.’ She shook her head. ‘So much sacrifice.’

			‘It is all right, my lady. I have it from here.’

			I advanced unsteadily to where Mannfred scrabbled in a pool of his own blood and howled like an injured wolf.

			‘No,’ she said, sadly. ‘You don’t.’

			I glanced back to see her ease Nassam’s protective arm from hers and then lift herself far enough to ease back into her iron chair. 

			‘No, my lady. You don’t have to.’

			After seeing for myself what had happened to Settrus, I understood what the Penumbral Engine demanded of her.

			I took a step towards Mannfred, halberd up like a sealing spear.

			‘You can win this battle,’ she said, crossing her arms over her chest with a clink of chain, ‘but Sigmar would keep this fortress forever.

			‘Only I can do that,’ said Ansira.

			And closed her eyes. 

			‘… We all serve Sigmar in our own way, you see, each according to our strengths. Not even the Stormcast Eternals. Hah. Yes. Not even me. And what was that at the back there? What became of Mannfred…? Were we talking about Mannfred?’
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			Nieder Pedsen had been watching the drunk since before the doors had shut them all in for the night. The drunk’s hobnailed boots hung from the spectrewood stool, the iron toecaps swinging like gibbeted knights across the stretcher beam. The pale wood had been carved to resemble a human bone. Nieder was not learned enough in anatomy to know which bone, only that it looked sufficiently realistic to him. Back in the days that his thrice-great grandfather had walked as a living man, the denizens of Skeltmorr had made such objects from the real thing. The local craft shops had been famous for the things they could do with bone. But times changed. It was the way of the living to change with them.

			Oblivious, the drunk snored on. His broad, bullied face lay in a puddle of ale. The table was strewn with the restless corpses of supper: empty flagons, dirty platters, intestinal loops of fried cabbage. Dried yolks clagged his orange-dyed beard and his snores rattled the cutlery. The aelf, fortunately, had left her drunken companion an hour previously. Hamnil had won the snap of the wishbone on that score, and had followed her. He was not back yet. But Nieder wasn’t worried. Hamnil was careful and thorough. Nieder didn’t expect to see him before Hysh-rise ushered out the dead hours.

			He wasn’t concerned so much as disappointed. 

			His gaze slid to where the duardin’s axe lay on the floor under the dangling right boot. The fire bound to its uncanny metals scraped greedily at the bare stones. It had already taken off the straw, and frightened the gheist-roaches deeper into the folds of the oubliette dimensions that existed beneath the skirting boards. Black Mals had wanted to put his foot down where the axe was concerned, but there had been something in the duardin’s swagger as he had come in, caked in bone dust and strange gore, shouting for ale, food and lodging – and in that particular order – that had made the old man bite his tongue and bide his time. 

			Nieder wasn’t a worldly man, but he reckoned himself to be about as large as men came anywhere in the Princedoms. Traders passing through Skeltmorr were few these days, and tended to come in well-armed groups with big men as bodyguards. And Nieder had even been called on to subdue the occasional flesheater that wandered into the Bone Drake Inn with strange ideas in its head. 

			He eyed the drunk. And his axe.

			Neither looked as though they would be dealt with easily. 

			‘What are you waiting for?’ Black Mals’ voice rasped like a hair shirt over ghoulflesh. His eyes were large and sunken. His skin was papery. His head was crowned with a lank string of nuisance hair. Some said it was for the colour of his hair that he had earned his name. Others, and that was Hamnil and Nieder included, suspected it was because if you cut him then that would be the colour he would bleed.

			‘The size of him, though…’ 

			‘He’s not grown any since closing time. And nor will you. Not even if you wait until the Nadir swallows the Drake with all of us still here inside.’

			‘We should send for Hamnil.’

			‘Hamnil will be preparing the aelf for the Tithekeeper. He’ll be busy all night.’

			‘You could lend a hand, old man.’

			Black Mals polished the countertop with a spirit-soaked rag, as though it were the skull of a particularly loathed ancestor for display above the privy shed. 

			‘He’ll wake if I have to pull him to the door,’ Nieder said.

			‘Kill him here, then. But keep it clean. That axe of his has taken off the sawdust and I don’t want a mess to deal with before serving the breakfast crowd.’

			Nieder frowned, then nodded to himself and eased out of his corner. 

			He rolled his shoulder, limbering up the stiff joint, and pulled the wooden maul from the loop strap on his belt. He weighed it in his hand. Eyeing up the duardin’s broad skull. Picking his spot. Hands of the Bone King, the duardin was even more massive up close than he had appeared from the corner. His feet may not have touched the floor, but the breadth of him was sprawled across the full width of the table.

			‘Enough tiptoeing.’

			Nieder started.

			Black Mals scowled and went on. ‘Club him and be done with it.’ 

			Nieder turned back to the table.

			He found one bloodshot, madly inhuman eye glaring back up. ‘Club who?’ its owner slurred.

			Nieder made a choking sound. 

			This, he promptly learned, was due to a fist the size of a corpsing shovel squeezing tight around his throat. The duardin hauled Nieder over the table and through the culinary wreckage. Nieder put up a fight, but it was like resisting a horse. The duardin drew him in until Nieder was at his eye’s level. Stale beer dribbled like saliva from the creased skin of his ruined face. His beard was a drowned mess of congealed fats and mustard stains. His eyepatch sat askew, revealing a scarred hollow underneath, and his breath was so potent that being close to it was like being held face down in a barrel of ale. 

			Nieder remembered the maul in his hand. He struck the duardin over the head with it. 

			The stranger grunted. His one eye crossed. He staggered half a step, a dent in his stark crest of orange hair, but without ever loosening his grip on Nieder’s throat. 

			Tingling in his face and in his fingers, Nieder lifted his maul for a second attempt.

			Nieder was close to twice the duardin’s height, but when the drunkard shoved him off he tumbled the half-dozen yards to the bar and slammed into it with a knucklebone rattle of blunt knives and broken crockery. He lay there on his side, too winded and dazed to even try and crawl away.

			‘Who were you calling old man?’ said Black Mals, his ancient wheeze from beyond the countertop punctuated by the bolt-snap of a breech-loading rifle. ‘It’ll be your bones for the Tithekeeper if you don’t take better care.’

			The duardin stumbled as though the act of propelling Nieder so hard had upset his balance. One windmilling fist caught his table’s corner and, like any wobbling drunk groping after something solid to hold on to, he pulled it hard towards him and hauled it off the floor like a huge, two-hundred-pound shield. The handful of unbroken plates and tankards still on it crashed to the floor. It just happened to be the exact moment that Black Mals took his shot. 

			The blast obliterated half of the table. 

			The duardin glowered over the jagged edge of the lower half, wood splinters and metal shrapnel sticking to the cooking fats that coated his jaw like glue. He hurled the table to one side, clear across the wide taproom, and advanced unsteadily on the bar. 

			Black Mals cursed. The rifle rattled in arthritic claws as he fought to clear the breech and reload.

			A brief scuffle. A scream. A muffled thud. 

			The sound of an antique rifle stock being buried in an old man’s skull.

			Then a gurgle. 

			Blood trickled over the counter’s edge and pattered the back of Nieder’s neck.

			Nieder wriggled determinedly along the ground towards the duardin’s greataxe. There would be some collateral harm. The Tithekeeper would just have to take the duardin in two pieces instead of one. 

			A heavy-bottomed boot pressed on his shoulder, driving his cheek and brow into the bare stone and leaving his fingers worming impotently shy of the axe’s haft. 

			The duardin cleared the gravel from his throat. 

			‘I would have it known, manling, that Gotrek son of Gurni is not in the habit of brawling with the common townsfolk. His axe thirsts after redder meat. But, as has been made plain to him on one occasion too many, the rules of this time continue to escape him.’ The duardin leant over his propped thigh. Nieder groaned under the added weight. ‘I freely admit to making it up as I go, and shan’t deny enjoying myself on occasion.’

			‘I–’

			‘Shush, manling.’ Gotrek gave his head a shake, and looked blearily around the empty tavern. ‘I appear to be missing a companion of mine.’ He raised one bloody haunch of a hand to about the flat top of his crest of hair. ‘Poisonous-looking thing. All skin and bones. About yay big.’

			‘I’ll never– Arrrgh!’ 

			Gotrek reached across to retrieve his greataxe, the duardin’s full and enormous weight crushing down on Nieder’s shoulder and chest. 

			‘Forgive me, manling. You were saying something.’

			The fire bound to the two monstrous blades licked at the duardin’s face like a skin hound delighted at the return of its master. The grease stuck to his face popped and sizzled, but made no clear mark on his skin. Nor even his hair. The golden rune that was embedded in his wide chest appeared to brighten with the near touch of its sister flame, muttering and scowling in a voice like beaten metal and molten rock. Half heard. Wholly felt. 

			‘Hamnil.’ Nieder kicked himself inwardly, but didn’t stop himself from saying it again, louder. ‘Hamnil took her.’

			‘What does he want with my aelf? Why would anyone take an aelf?’

			Nieder’s eyes slid to the door.

			Gotrek followed his look. ‘All right then.’ He took his weight from Nieder’s back. 

			Nieder gasped, clawing his way back towards the bar and freedom, only then to cry out again as the duardin picked him up by the ankle and dragged him towards the door. 

			The duardin butted open the heavy doors and hauled him over the door jamb. A pair of lightless moons hung from the sky above like skulls mounted on posts. Behind, the grey brick façade of the Bone Drake loomed into horned shadow. The night was starless and bitter.

			Gotrek let go of Nieder’s ankle. He looked up and down the deserted street. Not a gheist or rasp moved. Every door was locked, every window shuttered.

			‘Which of these hovels has my aelf in it? Grungni alone amongst your pantheon of false gods and pretenders knows how many times I have sought to be rid of her. And she of me. But to have her snatched from my side in the dead of night by some backwater potboys with a grisly trade on the side…’ The duardin seemed to harden in the dark, muscles creaking like cooling metal. ‘It would sit ill with me. And she swore she’d guide me on to Thanator’s Manse, and still owes me for the night’s board.’

			‘She’ll have been taken to the Tithekeeper.’

			‘Who, or what, is that?’

			‘The town champion. He gathers the tribute we owe and delivers it.’

			‘Where?’

			Nieder shook his head. ‘Only the Tithekeeper truly knows. Beyond the Marrow Hills and across the Sunken Sea, to a dread regent of the Undying King. He rules from a seat of bone and in exchange for the yearly tithe sends his fleshless legions elsewhere. We emptied our crypts, handed over our reliquaries, dismembered every crook in our gaols. But it wasn’t enough. We took to disposing of travellers. There was a time when Skeltmorr saw a lot of travellers.’

			‘Few of them come back a second time these days, I’d wager. Does the aelfling live?’

			‘These are the dead hours. Not even the Tithekeeper would labour through Nagash’s time. She will be drugged and bound, ready for the Tithekeeper come morning.’ He bit his lip as if to keep himself from saying more, then blurted out. ‘It was Black Mals who told me to kill you there in the tavern. I only meant to hand you over to the Tithekeeper with the aelf.’

			The duardin startled him with a huge laugh. The broken lengths of old, fire-damaged chain bolted to his wrists rattled like wraiths bound in spirit iron. ‘I have lost count of all the things that have sought my death, and long ago ceased taking such attempts personally, or mourning their failures.’ Gotrek leant in close, threatening to smother Nieder again with his odour. ‘And where did you mean to drag this corpse of mine when the shameful deed was done?’

			Nieder stammered. Playing for time. Selling out Hamnil was one thing. Crossing the Tithekeeper was an altogether darker step to take. 

			Even now, he knew who he feared most.

			A shutter banged open from across the street. Gotrek lifted his one-eyed gaze. Nieder looked up. A white-haired woman in a cryptsilk gown leant from her window. She looked across the street, silent as the night, her expression too distant to make out.

			‘Back to your bed, old mother,’ Gotrek growled. ‘Unless you’re the Tithekeeper I’ve heard so much of then my quarrel is not with you.’

			The woman disappeared back inside. The shutters banged closed.

			‘Nosy wench,’ said Gotrek. 

			‘I can’t betray the Tithekeeper,’ Nieder hissed, low enough that the words would carry no further than the duardin’s ears. ‘The Bone King will come looking for his missing tithe and then the whole town will die.’

			‘Maybe they will. Maybe your Tithekeeper’s been lying through his teeth and they won’t.’ The duardin shrugged. ‘Where’s my aelf?’

			From across the street a door creaked open. It was the old woman. She emerged into the street, her white gown fluttering in the thin breeze like the death shroud of a ghost. Unheard and barely seen, several more doors breathed wide and exhaled their occupants into the night.

			None of them moved. They watched.

			‘Go back to your homes. This is no business of y–’ 

			Gotrek grunted sharply, and Nieder’s gaze travelled up to see an arrow sticking out from the side of the duardin’s thick neck.

			The Wislass sisters, both women widowed within a year of one another by the Tithekeeper, stood at their windowsill with shortbows in hand. The first shot had been the elder’s. The youngest was still straining against her bowstring with the arrow nocked. Gotrek bared his bloody gums but made no attempt to step out of the way. If anything his drunken stagger only squared his shoulders to make an even larger target of himself. 

			The widow took her invitation and loosed. The arrow flew an inch clear of Gotrek’s shoulder and skidded off down the dirt road. 

			The duardin grunted in disappointment.

			‘Take him to the Tithekeeper,’ said the old woman from across the street, and started deliberately forwards. She pulled a long knife from the sleeve of her gown. The rest of the townsfolk followed a step behind, drawing in from every shopfront and porch step.

			‘I’m beginning to like this town,’ said Gotrek. ‘Tell me again what it’s called.’

			The old woman flashed her knife across the duardin’s arm. He bent lazily into the blow and took it across the snarling beast maw emblazoned on his shoulder plate. He produced a crooked grin of ale-brown teeth, and with an explosion of neck strength head-butted the old woman in the chest. She flew back as though kicked by a gargant, skidding the last few yards to rest by her front door. 

			‘Hammer of Sigmar!’ Nieder made a clumsy hash of a twelve-pointed star across his chest.

			‘You can’t just cry to whichever god suits,’ Gotrek roared, blood splattering his monstrous face. ‘Pick one and pray like hell that you picked right, like the rest of us do.’

			Cackling mercilessly, Gotrek ducked the swing of a butcher’s cleaver, broke the arm that wielded it, then hoisted the man by the belt and hurled him headlong into a dozen others, scattering them all like pins. Cockspur, the skinner, leapt on Gotrek from his blind side and rammed a knife into the muscle of his neck. Gotrek simply shrugged him off and raised his axe. Nieder sprang up with a shout. Gotrek flung back an elbow without bothering to turn, parting him from his cudgel and dropping him to the floor with a face full of broken pieces. Unstoppable, the duardin’s axe clove the skinner from neck to hip. The man screamed for longer than a dead man ought, fire gouting from his open mouth as the weapon’s power devoured him from the inside out. The duardin shouldered the crisped meat aside and swung his axe to meet the war-scythe that crashed into the cheek of the blade.

			Nieder gawped over his broken jaw at the sight of the Tithe­keeper roused to battle.

			He was a strong man, beneath his dark robes, broad and tall, his features concealed behind a ghoulish sack mask. It was an old tradition, to separate the man from the grisly task, but in practice there was no one who did not know who he was or bless him for the service he gave.

			Gotrek shoved back with a savage grunt. The Tithekeeper rode the push and spun, his war-scythe flickering. Gotrek sidestepped at the last, and a blow that would have claimed any other mortal’s head whispered across the metal plate of his shoulder. Gotrek countered with a crude punch of his axe butt. The Tithekeeper parried it. Sparks flew where the weapons met. 

			The Tithekeeper was Skeltmorr’s greatest fighter. He needed to be. He was the one who undertook the perilous trek to the place of tribute. He was the one it fell to, to take action when, despite the best efforts of the entire town, the sum of the tribute again fell short. Once, years ago, Nieder had thought that he had had what it took to be the Tithekeeper. The champion had put him on his back with a single move. 

			Now, he watched as Gotrek and the Tithekeeper traded blows, daring to blink only as the champion’s charred body hit the ground and his head rolled towards the tannery.

			Gotrek spat on his beaten rival, and after another few seconds had dispatched everything else in the street that was not yet smouldering and still of a mind to fight. The Wislass sisters launched a further flurry of arrows, a few of which were shallowly buried in Gotrek’s chest, while the duardin moved on from slaughtering the living to set about tearing down the front wall of the women’s house. The happy crackle of flames took up roost in the half-timber frame and quickly spread, smoke pouring into the street. 

			The duardin stepped out from the spreading inferno, unburnt. Nieder peeled himself up off the ground. He stood before Gotrek with his head bowed, as he would before his god or his king. Talking felt like chewing on a lit coal, but he did it anyway.

			‘I’ll take you to your friend.’

			The belfry at the top of the mound wasn’t the largest building in Skeltmorr. That burden of honour rested on the Bone Drake. Or it had. The inn’s timber skeleton was still burning. But the old church was considerably older. It had been erected on the site by the followers of Sigmar, long before there had been a town on these hills, a brotherly gift of devotion to the faithful of the God-King’s dearest friend and ally. The bell had not tolled in generations and would not, so the legend went, until Nagash sought penance from his spurned brother and had forgiveness granted. Hummocks of turned earth dotted the climb towards its gates, regular as soldiers, as though a regiment of Graveswatch had been turned to crumbly ash-grey soil by the decree of the Bone King.

			‘What is this unhallowed ground?’ Gotrek breathed, gripping tightly to his axe.

			‘Where we buried our dead.’

			The duardin shook his head but spoke no more aloud. Nieder led him along the winding path to the church’s threshold. Articulated columns of rough-hewn black stone framed its pallid gateway. Old and faded runes marked the bleached wood, Sigmarite spells to ward off the predations of skull-faced gods.

			‘Shoddy stonework,’ said Gotrek.

			‘It’s older than the hills.’ 

			‘So am I.’

			Nieder had no answer. 

			‘Is it locked?’ said Gotrek.

			‘Always. And warded against–’

			‘Good,’ said Gotrek, and kicked it down.

			He stomped through. The stark light of his axe-metal sent claws of shadow deep into the crumbling masonry of the inside. A pair of smaller doors, mottled by wood mould and hanging from their hinges like rotten teeth, led to small rooms long fallen to disuse. At the end of a short corridor was a well of stairs leading up to the belfry and down to the cellar where the priests of old had stored beer and communed with the dead. Dusty hummocks of what looked like mouldering coats lay across the far end of the corridor around the mouth of the well.

			‘Down it is,’ said Gotrek.

			Nieder looked across. ‘Why not up?’

			The duardin gave a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t care to test my weight on that floor above us, and I’ve been looking to meet my doom since your god cheated death for the first time. Trust a dwarf. It will be down.’

			Nieder said nothing, hanging deliberately back as Gotrek forged ahead.

			One of the skin heaps stirred.

			The Bone Kings of Nagash demanded endless tribute. Of blood. Of bone. Even of souls. But most of the human body, they shunned. Skin. Hair. Teeth. Materials that generations of Tithekeepers and a people hardened to despise waste had learned to make use of. 

			Nieder smiled through the pain of his face as the first skin hound rose up off the ground and sank its collection of human teeth into Gotrek’s calf. The duardin bellowed in surprise as he fought to shake the thing loose, his efforts inadvertently rousing the rest of the pack from their torpor. There were nine in all. Each doggerel beast was a unique creation, a mangle of spliced parts put together in the most horrifically slight approximation of the canine they had been named for. 

			Gotrek succeeded in yanking the first creature’s bloody jaws from his leg, just as the rest of the pack attacked. With the first hound held at arm’s length, he tore open the leathery chest of the second with a blow from his axe. Stuffed innards of human hair went up like dried kindling, the golem beast bouncing off the near wall and scrabbling for footing, gummy jaws clapping even as it collapsed into flame. 

			Six more buried him in skin. 

			The ninth and last circled. It padded towards Nieder. Its head, sculpted into a canine snout, remained chillingly human. Its eyes, one brown and one blue, glimmered with lost intelligence, the faint wetness of an innocent on the brink of tears. 

			‘No,’ Nieder mumbled, struggling to speak clearly through his broken mouth. He held up an open hand as if to show the golem he was unarmed. He had lost his club in the street and had not thought at the time to pick it up. ‘I brought him for you. I’m not with him.’ The last words came out of him as a yelp as the skin hound lunged. 

			He dodged across the corridor. The skin hound hit the wall and rebounded, its tough hide rippling over soft-stuffed insides as it came back around. Nieder threw a punch. His fist walloped the side of its head and snapped it around, doing no damage whatsoever. Dead jaws champing, the skin hound snapped for his face as it bore him to the ground. Nieder got a hand under its throat and pushed it back, squeezing a last long-dead breath from its mouth and gagging on the stench. It heaved its weight against him and gnashed its teeth. Nieder beat against the side of its head with his other fist. It was like punching a bag of straw.

			Suddenly the weight pushing down on him was no more. In its place came heat and a shower of stinking ash that had him coughing, then retching. He shook it off himself, and then sat up. In disbelief he looked around at the sight of eight skin hounds lying strewn and smouldering over the floor. 

			The ninth slid to the ground, its head mashed to a rag-doll flatness between Gotrek’s fist and the wall. The duardin turned to glance at the skin hound with which Nieder had, prior to his intervention, been wrestling.

			‘Well fought, manling.’

			Nieder tried to throw back something insulting, but the pain in his jaw turned the words to a hot-tempered gurgle that he spat, mixed with blood, onto the neck of his boot.

			The duardin nodded as though agreeing with the sentiment, and then headed off for the stairs. Nieder picked himself up and followed.

			There was another dead body at the bottom. This one was human, sprawled face down, half over the final two steps and half in the doorway that stood open at the bottom. Gotrek stepped over him and proceeded inside. Nieder crouched by the body. It was his junior partner, Hamnil. There was a slender knife stuck neatly between his shoulder blades. Nieder folded his fist around the delicate throwing handle and pulled it out in a spurt of blood.

			‘Well, well,’ came Gotrek’s rough voice from inside. ‘I should have known you wouldn’t need all that much saving.’

			Leaving Hamnil where he lay, Nieder got up, knife in hand, and followed the duardin inside.

			He had been inside the Tithekeeper’s preparation room before. Many times. Though he had spent as little time there as he could get away with, and had never seen it properly as he did now. Ceramic urns marked with the dead hieroglyphic characters of the Bone Kings were stacked up high against the walls, filled, he supposed, with bone and neatly packed phylacteries of souls. Human skins, stretched taut over wooden frames, faced the tiny windows, there to cure in the weak Shyishan sun, though it was firelight that flickered in the ancient panes now. At the centre of the basement chamber was a table. The belfry’s original priesthood had probably had a more innocent use for the drain that lay beneath it. 

			The aelf woman sitting cross-legged upon the table glanced up as Gotrek and Nieder entered, as though distracted from the important task of scraping blood from her fingernails.

			‘You took your time, Gotrek.’

			‘Well, if you wander off in the middle of the night and get yourself kidnapped…’

			‘Tears of Khaine, Gotrek, how much more of that rat poison did you drink after I left? I did not wander off.’ She shook her head in mock despair. ‘I went to take a look around. The appraising looks. The strange comments these people would make to one another when they were happy no human could still hear them. Only this one decided to follow me out.’ She nodded to the corpse by the door. As though recognising Nieder’s presence for the first time, she held out her hand and smiled the most insincere smile he had ever seen. ‘Be a darling and give me that knife you found, would you?’

			Nieder hung his head and meekly handed it back.

			‘I don’t recall any of this,’ Gotrek huffed.

			‘Sweet thing,’ the aelf said to Nieder. ‘Any friend of Gotrek’s is a friend of mine.’ She turned to the duardin and scowled. ‘Somehow I do not have it in me any more to be surprised.’

			‘You don’t have any more sharp objects hidden away under all that do you?’ said Gotrek.

			‘A lady needs to have some secrets.’

			Gotrek snorted.

			‘He’s dead,’ Nieder mumbled, looking across to where Hamnil lay in the doorway.

			‘Yes,’ said the aelf. ‘Pity. But he made two unfortunate life choices. The first was attempting to tie up and drug a Shadowblade of Khaine. The second was failing to tell me anything at all about this Bone King and his legion when I asked.’

			‘Oh well,’ said Gotrek. ‘We’ve done our good deed for the week the way I see it.’ 

			The aelf shrugged, sitting upright on the cutting table and licking the throwing knife clean with every sign of delight before stabbing it back into its concealed sheath.

			Gotrek made an ugly face. ‘You make me sick, you know that? Like a vampire bloody kitten.’ 

			The aelf laughed, as beautiful as broken glass, and turned to examine the urns stacked against the wall. ‘What do you propose we do with these?’

			‘Can you read what’s written on them?’ said Gotrek.

			‘The dead languages of darkest Shyish were not a part of the temple’s curriculum.’

			‘Then here’s what I propose…’

			Before Nieder could realise what the duardin intended, Gotrek had cracked open the closest urn with the flat butt of his axe. Bits of bone and pottery spilled across the chamber floor, following the shallow decline towards the blood drain. He broke another. Then another. Moving with a grim and set intent until the entire floor was carpeted in broken pottery. Nieder watched it happen. Saying nothing. Doing nothing. Wondering how many urns the bodies left in the Bone Drake and in the street outside of it would fill. How many more would need to be found before the Bone Kings came over the Marrow Hills and crossed the Sunken Sea in search of their tribute.

			‘Another grateful town saved,’ said Gotrek, clapping the dust and grime of evil deeds well done from his enormous hands. He bared his big, blunt teeth at Nieder. ‘I wonder if there’s anywhere left in this town that does breakfast.’
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			‘Idiots.’ Gotrek stomped through the dust, his axe jolting on his sunburnt shoulders. 

			His words shook Maleneth out of a daze. It had been hours since either of them had spoken and his sudden outburst made her realise how close to sleep she was. They had been walking for three days with no sign of civilisation. No sign of anything, for that matter. She looked around at the desolate, sun-baked fields. The earth was the colour of blood, and so riven with cracks that it reminded her of Gotrek’s scarred face. There were no clouds. No vegetation. Nothing to break the monotony of the view. There were also no people. ‘Who?’ she said, her voice a dry croak. ‘Who are idiots?’ 

			Gotrek nodded at the pale shapes heaped all around them. The road from Gamp to Svardheim was lined with skulls. The plains had been conquered, liberated and reconquered so many times that the ground was more bone than earth. And, at some point, Khorne’s cannibals had decided to decorate the road with human heads. Crows had taken the flesh and the sun had bleached the bone. Now the skulls gleamed in the heat, grinning at everyone unfortunate enough to pass by. 

			For once, Maleneth agreed with the Slayer. ‘How did they think they could stand against the legions of Khorne with picks and shovels? They should have fled to Svardheim. At least a few of them might have kept their heads.’

			Gotrek stopped and grabbed one of the flasks at his belt. Then he muttered a curse and held it upside down, spilling a single drop of liquid into the dust. He stared at the dark spot it made, looking bereft. ‘No beer.’

			Maleneth rolled her eyes, threw him a flask of water and wandered over to the edge of the road. The skulls were covered in patches of crimson dust and she had not realised, until now, that there were designs scored into the bone. She stooped down to examine one of them, wiping some of the dust away. To her surprise, rather than the brutal symbols of Khorne, the skulls were scored with elegant characters that she could read. ‘Sigmar?’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand.’

			Gotrek wiped his beard and threw the flask back. ‘Probably put here by your sort. Starry-eyed lightning enthusiasts.’

			‘Nonsense.’ Maleneth dusted down more skulls, revealing the name Sigmar on each of them. ‘The God-King does not demand human sacrifices.’

			‘He doesn’t demand anything. He just hides. Skulking in the clouds, keeping his head down and waiting for someone else to sort out the mess he made. I didn’t say they were sacrifices, anyway. I just said they were put here by your sort. By people so stupid they think writing names will save them.’ He booted a skull down the road. ‘They put these out thinking Sigmar would see their devotion.’ He laughed. ‘Thinking he would send help.’ 

			Maleneth’s pulse quickened as she realised they were resuming an argument she thought they had abandoned hours ago. ‘The war for the realms won’t be decided by mortals. It doesn’t matter how big your biceps are, Gotrek. It doesn’t matter how sharp your axe is. Your fate will be decided by the will of gods. You’re a piece in their great game, whether you know it or not.’

			‘Codswallop.’ He rounded on Maleneth. ‘You’ve skulked in my shadow longer than most, aelf, so you can’t be as dim-witted as I thought. But you won’t last long if you persist in thinking that gods care about you. Sigmar, Khaine, or whoever it is you really whisper to in the dark when you think I’m asleep – they don’t know you exist. And if they did, they wouldn’t give a rat’s arse about you.’

			Maleneth snatched a knife from her belt and waved it at the skulls. ‘Call them idiots, Gotrek, but the people who left these have more sense than you. They know that they can’t be saved by muscles or iron. They know they’ll only be saved by faith. Only divine power can stop divine power. Only gods can halt gods.’ So many hours without rest or food had left her nerves raw and she turned her knife on Gotrek, her hand trembling. ‘And don’t try to kid yourself that you’re not part of the struggle. If you’re not fighting for Order, you’re aiding the enemy. There’s no middle way. There’s no impartiality. You are either with us or you’re against us.’ Maleneth had never accused Gotrek so directly and it was a blessed relief to finally spit the words out. They had festered between them for too long.

			‘I’m with no one.’ He leant towards her, his eye blazing. ‘And no one is with me.’

			‘Then perhaps you should ask yourself why. You have so much power, Slayer. Power beyond anything I have encountered.’ She tapped the rune embedded in his chest. ‘Power that can’t be explained by this Fyreslayer gold. And where do you think it came from? Do you think you caught it, like an ague? Do you think you gained it through heroic consumption of beer? Do you think you earned it by being more ill-mannered than anyone else? Of course not. So where in all the hells of Shyish do you think it came from?’

			Gotrek’s expression darkened but he seemed at a loss. He spat into the dust.

			‘It came from the gods,’ she continued. ‘Or one particular god. Either way, you’re a pawn. A piece in the game whether you know it or not. And if you don’t lend your strength to Sigmar’s crusade then you might want to think about why. Maybe it’s because your power comes from the forces he has sworn to defeat.’

			‘Chaos?’ He gripped his axe in both hands and began circling her. ‘You’ve got some bloody balls, saying that to a son of the Everpeak.’

			‘Then prove me wrong. Show me you’re working for something other than yourself.’

			The Slayer continued pacing for a while, then marched on down the road, muttering curses.

			Maleneth smiled as she followed. She doubted she had done anything to change Gotrek’s mind but goading him was one of her few remaining pleasures.

			They walked in silence for another few hours, with Gotrek pausing only to boot the odd skull down the road. Then, finally, just as Maleneth thought she could bear the heat no longer, the light started to dim into a sullen dusk. 

			‘Is that a campfire?’ she said, spotting a glow up ahead.

			‘Doubt it. Too many cannibals and brigands round here. Even the local morons know not to light fires.’ Gotrek gripped his axe and nodded to Maleneth’s knives. ‘Keep your wits about you, aelf. This journey might not be quite as tedious as I thought.’

			Maleneth drew her knives and jogged down the road, peering into the dusk, trying to make out the source of the light. It was not long before she spotted the silhouette of an overturned wagon. The horses had gone and there were flames whipping across a torn canvas. ‘This happened recently,’ she said, slowing and glancing back at Gotrek.

			He nodded as he passed her, testing the weight of his axe and scouring the surrounding plains. ‘Look there,’ he said, pointing his axe towards the sinking sun. ‘Another road.’

			Maleneth shook her head ‘Just hoofprints. Fresh ones. And I think I see the riders.’

			Gotrek turned back to the smouldering cart. ‘I wonder if they left anything to drink in there.’ He marched towards the flames, humming tunelessly. 

			Bodies were scattered across the road and most of them were headless, darkening the road with their blood. They were wearing white robes trimmed with gold and stitched with hammers and comets. 

			‘Sigmar botherers.’ Gotrek paused as he reached the first one, prodding the corpse with his boot. ‘They should know better than to travel these plains.’ He gave Maleneth a pointed glance. ‘Funny. Faith doesn’t seem to have done them much good. Perhaps Sigmar was too busy having his hair plaited. He always looks so pretty in those paintings. It must be hard work keeping his nails in good condition.’

			Maleneth ignored him, treading carefully through the corpses, looking for survivors. 

			Gotrek snorted. ‘What do you care, aelf? You’d have done the same to them if you thought it would impress Khaine. He is called Khaine, isn’t he? Your preferred bloodthirsty deity?’

			‘I serve the Order of Azyr. I’m sworn to hinder Sigmar’s foes and aid his followers. It is the faith of people like this that will give the God-King his victory over Chaos.’

			‘And then what? If the Chaos Gods really were defeated, how much would you care about Sigmar and his followers then? You’d be doing murder dances for Khaine before I could say “fickle turncoat”.’

			Maleneth was about to reply when she noticed a gleam of polished metal under one of the cart’s broken wheels. In truth, her reasons for scouring the corpses were not entirely virtuous; she was always on the lookout for weapons or artefacts that might be valuable. As she approached the metal, she saw it shift slightly. ‘Who’s there?’ she cried, raising her knife and backing away.

			Gotrek rushed to her side, lifting his axe. 

			‘There’s someone under here.’ Maleneth nodded at the wheel. ‘Armed, I think. We should tread carefully in case–’

			Gotrek booted the wheel and tipped the cart over. Dust and splinters flew everywhere, and someone bolted, clutching a sword. 

			Maleneth was about to hurl a knife, then paused and held up a warning hand to Gotrek. It was a human priestess, dressed in the same Sigmarite robes as the others. ‘Wait!’ cried Maleneth. ‘We serve Sigmar.’

			Gotrek was about to disagree but Maleneth yelled again before he could speak. ‘We mean you no harm.’

			The woman ran further down the road, then, when she realised no one was following her, she paused to look back. Her robes were torn and bloodstained, and the sword trembled in her hand, but she did not look badly injured. ‘There’s nothing left to take,’ she said, glancing at the ruined cart. She stumbled, unsteady on her feet, then pointed the sword at Gotrek, frowning as she took in his tattooed muscles and tall crest of hair. ‘What are you?’

			Gotrek raised an eyebrow. ‘A pawn.’

			The priestess looked even more confused. She shook her head and turned to go.

			‘Wait,’ called Maleneth. ‘I’m Maleneth Witchblade. I’m an agent of the Order of Azyr. I have travelled here from the Celestial Realm.’

			The woman’s eyes widened. ‘You’ve seen the Eternal City?’

			Maleneth nodded. ‘I spent many years in Azyrheim.’

			The priestess took a few, hesitant steps back towards them. ‘Really? Azyrheim… Is it as beautiful as the ancient hymns claim?’

			Maleneth thought of the Khainite Murder Temples where she learned to kill, picturing the blood-drenched altars and statues. ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’

			The woman stared at her, clearly shocked. ‘I am called Carmina,’ she said, lowering her sword. She looked at Gotrek. ‘Are you a Fyre–’

			‘He’s Gotrek,’ interrupted Maleneth. ‘He comes from the world-that-was.’

			The priestess looked even more dazed. Maleneth started to wish she had let her run off. There was nothing more annoying than a doe-eyed weakling dogging your every step. She decided that they needed to be rid of her as soon as possible. ‘Who did this to you?’ she asked, nodding at the corpses.

			Carmina’s face turned an unhealthy grey as she studied the bodies. ‘All dead,’ she whispered, stumbling again. ‘All of them.’

			‘Who was it, lass?’ asked Gotrek. ‘Khorne’s Blood Tribes?’

			‘No… Well… Yes, they might have been followers of Khorne. Most people are in these plains. And they were well armed and provisioned. But they weren’t cannibals from the Skran Hills. I think they were just thieves. Marauders.’ She clamped her eyes shut. Then she rushed over to Maleneth and gripped her hand. ‘You have to help me.’

			Maleneth extracted her hand and wiped it clean. ‘Where were you headed? Svardheim? We’re going there too. You can travel with us.’

			‘No.’ Carmina sounded almost hysterical. ‘That’s not what I mean. The brigands took our cases.’

			‘Looks like they took everything,’ said Maleneth, ‘but we’ll get you home.’

			‘There was a holy relic.’ The priestess grabbed Maleneth’s arm again. ‘The Incorruptible Fist. The cornerstone of our faith. We must retrieve it.’

			Maleneth laughed. ‘Retrieve it?’ She looked at the tracks she’d spotted earlier. The riders had vanished into the growing dusk. ‘If we chased every rogue in this desert we’d never leave.’

			‘The cornerstone of your faith, you say?’ Gotrek gave Maleneth a wry look. ‘Sounds like the sort of thing the Order of Azyr should be protecting.’

			Maleneth glared at him. 

			He shrugged, the playful look still in his eye. ‘You lecture me on the value of faith, and then when this lass tells you that her precious Sigmar tat has been stolen you’re too scared to try to get it back. Scared of a few lowlifes.’

			‘Scared?’ Maleneth knew Gotrek was playing mind games with her but it was impossible not to bite. ‘Of course I’m not scared.’

			Carmina’s eyes lit up. ‘Then you’ll help? The Incorruptible Fist is the relic that we built our temples to preserve. Losing it would be a terrible blow.’ She stared at the corpses, her eyes full of tears. ‘Such a blow.’

			Maleneth resisted the urge to hit her. ‘Yes. I’ll get your damned relic back.’ She jabbed her finger at the Slayer. ‘Because I know that serving the God-King is the only way to liberate the realms.’

			Gotrek raised an eyebrow. ‘You have more guts than I thought.’ He looked at the priestess, his eye gleaming again. ‘How many of these brigands are there, would you say?’

			She grimaced. ‘Fifteen. Maybe even twenty.’

			Gotrek looked disappointed. ‘Shame. Still, better than nothing.’ He hefted his axe, catching firelight on the blade. ‘It’s been so long since I actually used this thing.’

			Maleneth nodded. ‘Good. If there are so few, we can make short work of them and get out of this tedious desert.’ She sheathed her knives and continued down the road, waving for the priestess to follow. ‘Stay near me and away from him. He doesn’t always swing that axe where he’s meant to.’

			Gotrek grinned at the priestess. ‘Don’t worry, lass, I know how to swing an axe. As long as no cowering aelves get in the way.’

			Maleneth led the way to the tracks Gotrek had pointed out ­earlier and began following them. The going was easy for the first hour or so, but after that the land tumbled into a series of ridges that had not been visible from the road. Even with the sun almost setting, the desert was fiercely hot, and the ascents soon had Maleneth gasping for breath. It did not help matters that the priestess was clinging to her shoulder, barely able to walk. 

			‘Why did you venture out here?’ asked Maleneth. ‘This whole country is full of warbands and brigands. Why would you risk your lives? Why would you risk the relic for that matter?’

			‘What use is it if we don’t show it to people? The Fist is what drives us.’ Carmina looked out into the dust clouds. ‘People have cowered for so long, crushed by the boot of Chaos, but they’re rising now. Because they know Sigmar is coming to their aid.’

			Gotrek cast Maleneth a sideways glance but she ignored him and nodded for the priestess to continue. 

			‘If we keep the Fist hidden away in a temple it’s worthless. It has to be out here, where people can see it. See proof of Sigmar’s will.’

			Maleneth was about to argue with Carmina’s logic when Gotrek grunted and signalled for them to keep their heads down. They had reached the brow of a hill and as Maleneth edged forwards, she saw why Gotrek had warned them. Nestling in a small valley, hidden from the surrounding plains, was a ruined keep. It must once have been large enough to house a thousand soldiers but most of it had been destroyed centuries ago. The architecture was unfamiliar to Maleneth. It did not have the spires and domes of a Sigmarite Stormkeep, nor the brutal, thorn-sharp towers of a Chaos Dreadhold. She guessed, from the organic curves of its walls, that it was from the time before recorded history, the time before Chaos laid claim to the realms. The masonry was carved to resemble mythological beasts and warriors clad in strange, elaborate armour. The light was fading fast now, but she could see that one of the towers had been refortified. The walls had been repaired and there was a light flickering inside, red and angry as it spilled from the crumbling windows. It did not seem like firelight and something about it troubled Maleneth. There were a dozen or so horses tethered outside, huddled in the shattered remains of a stone outbuilding. The sound of laughter and singing drifted up towards them through the darkness.

			‘Sounds like there’s barely twenty,’ said Gotrek.

			‘Good,’ muttered Maleneth.

			‘They’re heavily armed,’ whispered Carmina.

			The priestess grew more pathetic by the second and Maleneth cursed herself for ending up in this situation. If it had not been for the argument with Gotrek, she would never have got herself drawn into such an absurd predicament. Not for the first time, Maleneth had the horrible feeling that her true feelings were more aligned with the Slayer’s than she could bear to admit. She crushed the idea, refusing to accept it. Gotrek was grinning and about to speak but she talked over him. ‘Before you suggest it, we’re not going to just walk down there and kick the door in.’

			Gotrek’s grin broadened. ‘Simple plans always work best. You aelves overcomplicate things. What could be wrong with clobbering them, getting the relic and clearing out?’

			‘Firstly, I don’t trust you not to behead me. Secondly, while we’re stuck at the gate, fighting guards, someone else could easily get on one of those horses and take the relic, which would make the whole exercise pointless.’

			‘Boring, but true, I suppose. What do you suggest then? A bit of prayer?’

			Maleneth looked down at the ruins and thought for a moment. ‘I suggest not acting like savages. It’s almost dark. We should wait until the sun’s gone down. Then, you can go ahead with your elegant door-kicking plan. But you can wait until I’ve positioned myself at the rear of the tower by that toppled archway. Then, when you start shouting and stamping, and all eyes are on you, I’ll make my way into the tower with less opposition and find the relic.’

			‘You mean, I do the hard work while you sneak around and get the prize?’

			Maleneth shrugged.

			Gotrek nodded. ‘Stops you from getting under my feet, I suppose.’ He looked at the priestess. ‘And what about you? What’s your plan?’

			The woman looked terrified. Maleneth replied on her behalf. ‘Carmina will stay up here, on this ridge, until we come back for her.’

			Carmina nodded eagerly, holding up her sword like it was hurting her hand. ‘I would only hinder you.’

			Maleneth shook her head. ‘How in the name of Khaine have you reached adulthood without learning to defend yourself?’

			The woman shrugged awkwardly. 

			Maleneth sighed and looked back at the tower, trying to discern its details before the last of the light faded. There was an exterior staircase that circled the tower from the ruined arch. It was too unstable for clumsy, heavy humans but she would be able to race up it to another archway at the top of the tower. Once Gotrek started bellowing she would easily be able to descend into the tower from there.

			They sat in silence until the sun was no more than a crimson line on the horizon; then Maleneth nodded at Gotrek. ‘Wait until that light has gone and then attack in whatever manner you think best. Just make sure to make a lot of noise.’

			Even in the half-light she could see his rows of buckled teeth, smiling back at her. 

			Maleneth waved Carmina back a few steps then ran down into the narrow valley, leaping easily over rocks and scrub. She had never seen a keep hidden at the bottom of a valley before, but she could see the sense of it. It would be hidden from any of the roads that crossed the plain. As she neared the ruins, she dodged around the patches of red light thrown from the windows. The sounds of revelry grew louder as she came nearer. She could not understand the language, but it was clear from the slurred words that the brigands had been drinking. Maleneth was pleased. If they were drunk this should all be over quite quickly. 

			She ducked even lower as a door creaked open and a man stumbled out. He was wearing a copper-coloured cuirass and helmet, and there was an axe slung over his back, but he was clearly drunk, mumbling and singing to himself. He weaved and staggered off into the night, leaving the door open.

			Maleneth waited until he was out of sight then dashed over to the side of the doorway, listening carefully for sounds of any other guards. Then she stepped inside, knives raised. The passageway was lined with doors and, at the far end, it opened onto a courtyard, which was the source of the red light. Figures were moving back and forth in front of it, dancing and stumbling. Maleneth took a few steps down the corridor, identifying the door that she thought would most likely lead out to the staircase she had seen. Then she halted. There was another sound coming from the courtyard. As well as the voices of the brigands, there was a deeper, louder sound, like the breathing of a large animal. Very large, she realised. Each rattling breath drew another burst of laughter and jeers from the men. Maleneth cursed. ‘What is that?’ she whispered. She carried on past the door, keeping to the shadows as she edged closer to the opening at the far end of the corridor. 

			‘Khaine’s teeth,’ she whispered as she saw what was happening in the courtyard. There was a small group of drunken men and women, all clad in the same copper-coloured armour as the man she had seen outside, and all of them were singing. It was not the scene of wild debauchery she had expected, though. The brigands were moving with purpose, dancing around a circle of objects. Maleneth barely looked at the drunks, however. Her gaze was drawn straight to something that was seated at the centre of the circle. For a moment, she thought it was a repulsive statue. It was nearly thirty feet tall and built in the likeness of a bull but with muscular arms and the head of a slavering hound. It was gripping a sword the size of an oak tree, with the blade plunged into the ground. Maleneth quickly realised that it was not a statue. There was a palpable sense of malice pouring from it and its bare, heavily muscled chest was oozing blood. 

			Maleneth whispered a prayer and edged back into the passageway. ‘Daemon,’ she gasped, the word catching in her throat. She could not take her eyes off the thing. Every inch of it was wet. Streams of blood were rushing from its flanks and the beams of light she had seen from outside were blazing from beneath the lids of its closed eyes, spilling across the drunken dancers. The circle that surrounded it, scored into the flagstones, was incredibly complex, decorated with sigils and script and divided into eight segments. An object had been placed at the outer edge of each segment – a seemingly random assortment of holy icons and religious relics. Maleneth had seen enough blood rites to realise what was happening. These people were not simple thieves. They had sourced holy artefacts with a specific purpose in mind: to drag this monster from the aether-void. 

			‘Gotrek,’ she whispered, remembering that the Slayer was about to burst into the ruins. 

			She hurried back down the passageway and as she left the building, she sighed with relief. The sun had not quite set. There was still a line of red on the horizon. ‘I still have time,’ she whispered, heading back across the valley.

			‘Form a queue!’ bellowed Gotrek as the sound of breaking wood echoed through the darkness. ‘I can’t kill you all at once!’

			Maleneth clutched her head as she heard the unmistakeable sound of the Slayer wading into battle. ‘It’s not time!’ she hissed, halting and looking back at the ruins. The red light was flickering, and she could hear the sound of blades clashing. ‘I hate him,’ she spat, turning and heading back towards the doorway she had just left, running back down the passageway.

			She reached the courtyard in time to see Gotrek barrel into view, crashing into the crowd of drunks and sending them tumbling in every direction. ‘Stand and fight, you bloody cowards!’ cried the Slayer. ‘There must be one of you who can–’ His words stalled in his mouth as he saw the daemon. ‘Grungni’s balls,’ he muttered, stumbling to a halt and lowering his axe, looking up at the blood-slick giant. ‘You’re an ugly beast.’

			‘Gotrek!’ howled Maleneth, running across the courtyard towards him. One of the brigands lashed out at her with an axe but she ducked the blow and slit his throat without breaking her stride. ‘We have to get out!’

			Gotrek was staring up at the daemon and Maleneth’s heart sank. His eye was flashing with kill-fever. She would not get him to leave until either he or the daemon had been destroyed. She wished she could leave the oaf to his fate, but she was sworn to protect the rune in his chest. 

			Another attacker lunged towards her, but she parried the blow, turned on her heel and opened his throat. Most of the brigands were already dead or sprinting for the exit, but Gotrek had clearly lost interest in them. He walked slowly towards the towering figure at the centre of the courtyard, staring at it eagerly. ‘Come on,’ he growled. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got.’

			Maleneth halted and looked up at the daemon’s canine features, praying the thing would not hear Gotrek.

			Red light blazed across the courtyard as the daemon opened its eyes and turned to face Gotrek. It bared a row of tusk-like teeth. ‘I remember you.’ Its voice was like an earth tremor. The walls juddered with each syllable. ‘The Slayer who ran.’

			Maleneth’s sanity was straining. The daemon’s voice was not a natural sound. It was not produced by vocal cords but torn from the darkness. It split the air, rattled her teeth and filled her head with visions. She wanted to howl or flee but Gotrek replied as though he were still speaking to one of the drunks.

			‘Ran? What are you talking about, ran?’

			The daemon’s reply caused Maleneth’s stomach to lurch. ‘When the others marched, you fled.’ The daemon glared down at Gotrek. ‘Fled your own world. Left them to die.’

			Gotrek looked dazed for a moment. Then his brows bristled. ‘Liar.’ He paced closer. ‘I did not flee anything. The gods tricked me. Grimnir tricked me. He said I would find my doom.’

			‘Gotrek!’ cried Maleneth, realising what was happening. ‘Don’t listen! It’s goading you. It wants you to–’

			Gotrek charged across the courtyard, entered the circle and dived at the daemon, raising his axe as he hurtled through the air. 

			The moment Gotrek entered the circle of runes, the daemon roared and rose up, shattering the roof as it drew back its sword.

			Gotrek’s axe clashed with the daemon sword. A wave of energy slammed into Maleneth and the few remaining drunks, sending them tumbling across the flagstones as masonry crashed down around them. 

			Maleneth rolled clear a moment before a stone lintel crushed her.

			Coarse laughter filled her head as the daemon hurled Gotrek through the air, sending the Slayer smashing through the wall and causing another section of the tower to tumble.

			Maleneth dodged more falling stone and ducked under an archway.

			‘You can’t kill it!’ she cried, as Gotrek clambered back into view and ran back into the circle, drawing his axe back and leaping up for another attack.

			The daemon parried, but Gotrek’s blow was so fierce that it staggered under the impact, swaying and almost falling. Maleneth noticed that the daemon’s smile faltered when it neared the circle’s perimeter. It managed to right itself but not before Gotrek had hacked deep into its chest, spilling crimson light. 

			‘It’s not ready to be born,’ she said, looking at the objects arrayed around the circle. ‘It can’t leave the summoning circle.’

			More wall crashed down as Gotrek and the daemon fought, and Maleneth had to dodge the falling debris. 

			‘If not for your cowardice,’ said the daemon, ‘your world would never have died.’

			Gotrek sneered and hacked at the daemon’s leg.

			Again, the daemon was so concerned with not stepping outside the confines of the circle that the Slayer was able to land another blow.

			Maleneth sidestepped more falling masonry and found herself next to the circle. She could feel power radiating from inside it, crackling across her skin and pounding in her skull. She was standing beside one of the objects placed around the perimeter and realised it was an ugly, badly chiselled rendition of a fist. ‘That?’ She laughed in disbelief as she realised that the lumpen object must be the relic Carmina sought. She grabbed and was about to hurl it in disgust when the daemon howled and grew smaller, shrinking visibly. 

			It looked down and fixed Maleneth with its burning glare. 

			‘Wait,’ she gasped, backing away.

			‘Quick thinking, aelf!’ Gotrek dropped to the ground and booted another relic from the circle.

			The daemon convulsed and roared as it shrank a few more feet.

			Maleneth cursed herself for not seeing the answer before. The daemon was not yet born. The circle of relics was the only thing giving it purchase in reality. She dashed around the circle, scattering objects as Gotrek did the same.

			The daemon jerked and juddered as it shrank, howling and barking until, finally, it was only a few feet taller than Maleneth. The light had almost totally faded from its bloody flesh and it was struggling to stand.

			Gotrek strode from the dust clouds and beheaded it with a single blow of his axe. ‘A Slayer does not flee.’

			The head blazed like lava then blinked out of existence. The rest of the daemon slammed to the floor then did the same.

			Gotrek stood over the scorched flagstones, breathing heavily and gripping his axe, staring at where the daemon had fallen. Then the tower let out a deep groan and started to lean.

			‘Out!’ cried Maleneth, bolting for one of the archways.

			Gotrek paused to pick something up from the ground, then jogged calmly after her, wiping blood and dust from his face.

			A few of the brigands had survived and were hastily mounting horses and racing from the valley, but most were sprawled in the ruins. 

			‘Keep moving,’ said Maleneth as the tower slumped slowly in their direction.

			They ran on, back up to the top of the slope where Carmina was waiting, cowering on the ground, her eyes wide. She was about to speak when the tower’s foundations finally gave way, sending tons of rock crashing onto the ground. Maleneth shook her head, looking at Gotrek. ‘That place probably stood for thousands of years. You’ve been here two minutes and it’s rubble.’

			Gotrek gave her an elaborate bow. 

			‘You have it,’ whispered Carmina, staring at Gotrek.

			‘He has what?’ demanded Maleneth.

			Gotrek held up the Incorruptible Fist and frowned at it. ‘It looks like a bloody turd, lass. Are you sure this is going to inspire devotion?’

			Carmina hesitantly took it from him. As soon as she held it, cool light spilled from the knuckles, lighting up her ecstatic face. ‘I’m sure.’ 

			Maleneth took a few steps backwards. ‘I’ve seen enough magic light for one evening. What is that?’

			‘The power of faith,’ whispered Carmina. ‘When so many souls believe in something, they imbue it with power. Power that goes beyond nature.’ She held the icon towards Gotrek’s face, bathing his battered features in light. ‘You have achieved something incredible tonight, Slayer. You have retrieved a portion of the God-King’s might.’

			Maleneth expected Gotrek to say something dismissive, but he looked puzzled, staring into the glare. Then he rolled his shoulders and grunted, backing away from the priestess. The light faded from the Fist and Carmina secreted it in her robes.

			Gotrek pointed down to the outbuilding. ‘The idiots have left you a horse. Get yourself home, lass. You’ll travel quicker on that than with us. Get that relic back to your temple.’ He gave her a stern look. ‘And don’t go wandering around in the desert with it.’

			Carmina’s eyes flashed in the dark as she gripped Gotrek’s hand and kissed it. Then she rushed through the shadows towards the outbuilding. A moment later they watched her ride off into the night, steering the horse with the skill of an experienced rider.

			Gotrek watched her for a few minutes, muttering into his beard, then he turned and began marching back towards the road. 

			Maleneth hesitated before following him, thinking of how he had looked into the holy light, and how he had insisted that Carmina keep the relic safe. ‘You do believe,’ she said rushing after him. 

			He glanced back, his face half-hidden in the darkness. ‘In what?’

			‘In faith. In gods. In the power of gods.’

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘When you saw that fist light up, you didn’t know what to say.’

			‘Rubbish. I just know when to shut up. Not like some people I could mention.’

			Maleneth smirked, pleased to know that she had been right. Helping the annoying priestess had been the correct thing to do. Even Gotrek could see it. They had helped the followers of Sigmar preserve a powerful talisman of their faith. She sensed that there would be great ramifications in the battles to come.

			They reached the skull-lined road, and for the next few hours they marched in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Maleneth was determined not to show weakness in front of the Slayer, but she was ready to sleep at the roadside when she spotted lights in the darkness, just less than half a mile from the road. 

			‘That might be a place to sleep in safety,’ she said, pointing it out to Gotrek. 

			He laughed. ‘Safety?’ 

			‘This road is under the protection of Svardheim. I know it’s teeming with brigands but a building that’s so visible from the road must be under the aegis of Svardheim. It looks like a monastery to me.’

			Gotrek was unimpressed. ‘I say we keep on until we reach the capital.’

			Maleneth thought for a moment. ‘I imagine they’ll have ale. And food.’

			Gotrek shook his head. ‘You act like I only think with my belly.’ He looked at the distant lights, frowning. ‘Perhaps I do.’ He thought for a moment, then turned off the road and struck out across the plains. 

			As they neared the building, Maleneth saw that she was right: it was plastered with symbols of the Sigmarite faith and the Svardheim colours were flying from its walls. 

			They were still a few minutes away when voices called down from the battlements, demanding to know who they were. 

			‘I’m Maleneth Witchblade,’ she yelled back. ‘I serve the Order of Azyr.’

			‘Get back on the road,’ replied a hidden speaker, sounding angry and afraid. ‘You’re not welcome.’

			Gotrek laughed but Maleneth felt a surge of fury. ‘We have just risked our lives saving one of your most precious relics. You can at least have the decency to offer us a place to sleep.’

			There was a pause. ‘Which relic?’

			Maleneth stiffened with anger and wondered if she could pinpoint the speaker accurately enough to hurl a knife. ‘The Incorruptible Fist!’ 

			There was another pause. ‘The Incorruptible Fist was stolen last night.’

			‘We know that, you nitwit,’ cried Gotrek. ‘We found the bloody cart. We got the relic back to Carmina.’

			‘The Fist was stolen from our vaults last night,’ the voice was trembling with anger, ‘by a murdering thief called Carmina. She disguised herself as one of our order. She and her companions killed several priests as they raided the vault.’

			Maleneth could not understand what she was hearing for a moment, thinking of the timid, cowering priestess they had rescued from the cart. Then she recalled how Carmina had seemed to change her demeanour as she rode off into the night, replacing her hesitant manner with a sudden confidence. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘It can’t be.’

			‘The Fist is made of realmstone,’ cried the voice. ‘It’s priceless. Carmina will have it smashed into pieces and sold to a hundred bidders. She has stolen our most treasured prize just to make herself rich. Have you seen her? She has to be stopped.’

			Maleneth gripped her scalp, trembling with hate as she realised how completely she had been deceived.  

			Gotrek watched her for a moment, shaking his head in disbelief. Then he threw back his head and laughed, his great, booming guffaws echoing through the night.
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			A mawcrusher in full flight is a thing of brutal, terrible beauty. The bulge of powerful muscles driving its immense pinions up and down. The curve and recurve of wing flaps rising and falling with each beat. The spiked tail as it weaves from side to side, every twitch making small adjustments to the immense beast’s trajectory. Ropes of drool trailing from sword-length fangs, each a stained-ivory slash against the dark tongue within the mouth, the bucket-like jaw opening wider and wider as the beast falls upon its prey.

			This monster was a particularly dazzling specimen, bronze-like scales glistening against the ochre sky of the Ironpeaks of Chamon. Dark red stripes marked the upper scales and the crest that stretched back along to the fins of the tail, while the underbelly was mottled with a purple hue. Eyes like ruby peered out from beneath the heavy brow as the mawcrusher turned around a promontory of dark rock, its wingtip scraping through the last remnants of autumnal leaves, scattering red and gold flutters.

			The magnificence of nature in its primal form was quite lost on the handful of stocky figures running full tilt down the mountain­side ahead of the descending behemoth. 

			They had divested themselves of their heavy aeronautic suits for this stealthy venture and were clad only in thick woollen undergarments from ankle to throat, varying in hue from the dark blue of panting, grey-haired-and-bearded Thorkki Longintooth to a somewhat beer-stained cerise worn by Nukduk, via outfits of sober beige, dazzling yellow and a regal purple. This last garment, further adorned with gold stitching of a sky-anchor upon the left breast, marked out the small group’s leader, as did the ornately feathered wide-brimmed hat that he continued to hold atop the shaggy mass of black hair upon his head. 

			Karazi ‘Fairgold’ Zaynson, captain of the Night’s Daughter. Pieces of dried leaf clung to the bushy falls of his dark beard, which had a reddish streak in the moustache and down the cheeks, a feature considered particularly fetching among the folk of Barak-Mhornar. In his other hand he held the handle of a bulging dark leather satchel, as did two of his companions. 

			There was not so much a path to follow down the slope as a slightly worn trail through the scattered bushes and twisted trees. The leaves were dry on the ground, crackling and billowing around the duardin as they pounded down the mountainside. Heavy breaths and the swoop of wings flung more arboreal detritus into the air, so that the slope became a shifting mass of dead foliage, sliding underfoot and gathering in drifts ahead. 

			‘I tol’ you they’s never too far from tha nest!’ shouted Rogoth, he of the sun-bright yellow undersuit. His locks and beard were as golden as his nether-wraps, flowing like streamers behind him as he vaulted a half-buried log. 

			‘And I told you to keep running,’ Fairgold growled back.

			Ahead the mountainside appeared to become sky, the yellowish grass suddenly giving way to a haze of empty air. A jutting shoulder of rock barred the way, so that the group would either have to break towards the open side of the mountain or turn back up the slope.

			‘Where’s the Daughter?’ yelled Thorkki, face crimson between near-white beard and brow. 

			‘Keep running!’ bellowed Fairgold. He angled right towards the open slope where they had left the Night’s Daughter. ‘This way!’

			‘Yer a gold-drunk fool,’ snapped Rogoth, heading left. ‘This way!’

			The other three duardin chased after their captain. A few heartbeats later Rogoth stumbled as his boot caught on a twist of root. He did not lose his footing, but the trip was enough for him to stagger to a halt for a moment. Fairgold slowed, head turning to look at his crew member.

			A massive shadow engulfed Rogoth.

			‘Get down!’ yelled Fairgold but it was too late. A moment later, jaws as big as the aeronaut snapped shut and the mawcrusher swooped up, leaving a splash of blood and shredded yellow where Rogoth had been. Nukduk gave a wail of despair and slowed down, neck craning as he watched the mawcrusher ascending. Fairgold skidded to a halt, heavy boots sending up dust from the dry mountainside. He took two steps back and grabbed Nukduk’s arm.

			‘It’s coming back,’ the captain said, tugging. ‘We’ve got to go.’

			‘Go where?’ snarled Nukduk, digging his heel into the ground as Fairgold tried to pull him into a run. ‘The Daughter’s gone without us!’

			‘They haven’t gone nowhere, you flange-headed dolt,’ insisted Fairgold, loosening his grip. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the mawcrusher wheeling across the slope, ready for another diving attack. ‘Stay here if you want to end up like Rogoth.’

			A glare at Thorkki and Zanna brought them after Fairgold as he gathered speed down the slope once more. Nukduk followed a moment later.

			‘Where are we going?’ Zanna called, her braids like flails as her head whipped back and forth between the clifftop ahead and the descending mawcrusher coming from the left. 

			‘Trust me,’ said Fairgold. 

			He powered on, panting hard. A sudden gust lifted up the brim of his hat, flipping it from his head. He tried to turn and snatch it, but his short legs were not suited to such manoeuvres and he fell backwards, cradling the satchel to his chest on instinct as he rolled over. Zanna was nimbler, plucking the headwear from the air as it slipped past her. Back on his feet, Fairgold accelerated again, just behind his crew. 

			Out of the corner of his eye he could see the vast shadow of the mawcrusher approaching fast. Just a few paces from the cliff’s edge the others started to slow. Fairgold drew in a deep breath. It was too late to stop now. Legs pumping harder than a ship’s piston he caught up with the others, arms outstretched, and shepherded them to the edge.

			As a group they leapt into the open air.

			Rising below them was the Night’s Daughter, her burnished hull and aether-gold cistern gleaming. Custom-built, she was longer than most shipyard vessels of Barak-Mhornar, her aether-gold tank and oversized skyscrew engines mounted lower and further rearward for speed. Where ships built for the battleline of the city fleet had bulging carbinades mounted in their prows, Fairgold’s unaffiliated freegun vessel sported more crew room with shuttered firing slits in place of fixed pintle guns, currently bristling with weapons from within. It was a remarkable piece of work given it had been put together from a dozen different salvages and wreck raids. For a couple of heartbeats, Fairgold admired the vessel as he fell, before he and Zanna slammed into the side of the balloon-like aethertank while the other two aeronauts fell to the deck a little further below. Fairgold slid down the side of the cistern, fingers scrabbling at rivets and thick banding until he came to a stop. Zanna held on to the rail around the pilot’s hatch above him, satchel in the other hand, captain’s hat clamped between gritted teeth. He felt the whole ship throbbing as the engines powered it upwards past the cliff.

			‘Sorry!’ Eskar Druadak shouted past Zanna from her piloting position. ‘The cliff was going to break. Had to circle and wait. Didn’t want that mawcrusher to see us.’

			‘Everyone else all right?’ Fairgold called out as he allowed himself to carefully slide further down the aethertank until his foot touched a stabiliser fin. A chorus of half-hearted affirmatives broke the drone of the engines. A sudden wind as the Night’s Daughter crested the cliff set the vessel swaying, and for a moment there was nothing beneath Fairgold and a long drop down to the cliff bottom.

			The ironclad steadied as Eskar started to turn it away from the mountainside, but as she did so, Fairgold, face pressed against the bronzed tank as he clung on like a High Magnate holding a ­ha’penny, saw the mawcrusher swooping like a thunderbolt.

			The company was already at quarters as the order to ready weapons rang across the ship. A score of aethershot carbines and pistols presented towards the mawcrusher from deck, firing slits and support stanchions, while the arkanauts at the main gun hurriedly turned their great cannon towards the incoming beast. It was still traversing when the first small-arms shots crackled out, dappling the Night’s Daughter with muzzle flare. Bullets speckled the thick hide of the monster with little visible effect. Breech-cranks snapped and screeched as the aeronauts readied for a second volley. There would be no time for a third.

			The main cannon boomed into angry life, setting the Night’s Daughter shuddering from the serrated prow ram to the sky­­rudders aft of the main screw. The jolt nearly threw Fairgold from his precarious perch, so that he was clinging on with one hand as he watched an explosion of shrapnel engulf the hurtling mawcrusher. It burst from the cloud of sharp metal and black smoke with mouth agape. Blood trailed from its face and left shoulder, and it rolled to one side as fresh carbine fire crackled below, a clawed foot lashing out as the beast swept past.

			Engines now at full ahead, the Night’s Daughter powered cloudwards, leaving the wounded monster to land lopsided at the clifftop, screeching its rage.

			Picking his way to a support strut, Fairgold was about to slide down to the main deck when he saw flashes of blue sparks and a slick of dark smoke trailing from the gouge ripped into the side of the aether-engine by the mawcrusher’s vengeful claws. Metal had parted like paper and a pipe hissed steam within. Even as he found footing on the deck, the captain could sense all was not well with his ship, a stuttering in the stroke of the engines.

			Even so, his first thought was not for the ship but the endrineer below.

			‘Verna!’ he bellowed into the smoke-filled chamber beneath the aethertank. The smell of burnt rubber and hot metal assailed his nostrils. 

			A goggled face smeared with grease appeared from the bank of vapour, a knitted beard-hammock protecting dark brown whiskers. 

			‘She’s fine,’ said the duardin, wiping his oil-stained hands on a rag. ‘Me too, thanks for asking. Busy.’

			‘What’s the damage, Oggin?’ asked Fairgold.

			The endrinrigger sucked air through his teeth and shook his head.

			‘Not good.’ He turned to call back into the hidden depths of the endrinroom. A muffled voice replied and Oggin repeated it for his captain. ‘Couple of displaced packing glands… Thumbnail rupture on the eduction pipe… Splinters in the crossheads.’

			Fairgold rubbed his beard thoughtfully, waiting for Oggin to continue. Nothing else was forthcoming.

			‘You dunno what any of that means, do you?’

			‘Nope. Except splinters, I know what they are.’ Fairgold leaned past the assistant to address the mistress. ‘How long? Can we make Breakward Stark?’

			‘I’ll get us there, but we’ll have to make do with endrin-shimmies until we land for proper repairs,’ came the reply.

			‘You’re the best!’ Fairgold called before turning away from the hatch, to find himself confronted by Thorkki. The greybeard stood with fists on hips, brows knotted tighter than one of the rigger cables that held the endrin-tank in place.

			‘You still going to the orruks, after what’s happened?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I?’

			‘Rogoth is dead!’ Thorkki shook his head, which set his beard to waggling fiercely from side to side. ‘Don’t that mean nothing?’

			‘It means nothing if we don’t finish the deal,’ snapped Fairgold. ‘He’ll still get his share.’

			‘What you gonna do with it? Stick it on a pile of mawcrusher sh–’

			‘Arrangements will be made!’ barked the captain. ‘All shares will be paid, in full, as promised.’

			Thorkki grumbled some more but Fairgold pushed past, ignoring him.

			‘Eskar?’

			The young pilot gave him a thumbs up from her position at the forecradle of the main superstructure. 

			‘Already on our way, captain!’ she called down. ‘Quarter speed’s the best we can do.’

			Fairgold signalled his thanks and returned his attention to the rest of the crew, trying to find the right words. He failed. Everything that came to him, a usually gifted orator, seemed trite.

			‘Stand down from quarters, Thorkki,’ he told his first mate. The greybeard hesitated and then complied, giving his beard a short tug of salute. ‘Get some grub and rest, and then stand to again when we get to Breakward Stark.’

			As the other duardin busied themselves, Fairgold moved to the starboard rail near the bow, staring ahead into the golden clouds at the horizon, the twin jutting peaks of Breakward Stark just about visible against them. About two hours, Fairgold reckoned, but his thoughts quickly moved away from the immediate future. 

			‘I told him to go right,’ he muttered to himself.

			The Night’s Daughter had never purred; it had too many craft involved in its parentage to boast the kind of engine you’d find in a thoroughbred ironclad. A growl, perhaps. More of a snarl, if one was being critical. And now it had a sporadic cough as the ship limped towards its rendezvous with jury-rigged pistons and whatever other endrin-based miracles Verna had enacted. Fairgold hadn’t moved from the bow rail and the ship’s company was quiet. The gate peaks of Breakward Stark were large ahead, while if he glanced back, he saw a smear of smoke in their wake, dispersing across the glimmering Ironpeaks. 

			It was nearly time.

			‘Thinking too much?’

			He turned with a smile at the sound of Verna’s voice. 

			‘Maybe about the wrong things,’ Fairgold confessed. 

			She had her endrin-suit on, thick black leather with ribs and plates of metal bound into it where a powered harness could be attached. While Oggin was usually sooty, oil-stained or in some other way marked by his labours, Verna had a knack for remaining almost spotless despite spending half her life below deck. Not that her haunt of choice wasn’t without consequence – Fairgold could smell lubricant off her from ten steps away. Her light brown hair was pulled tightly back in a large plait but dozens of strands had worked loose, each trying to escape on its own trajectory. 

			She approached, assuming a businesslike expression that Fairgold knew would cost him money.

			‘Karazi…’ When she used his birth name, he knew it was going to be a lot of money.

			‘What do we need to replace?’ he asked with a resigned sigh.

			‘Main bracket head,’ she said.

			‘I know that bit,’ replied Fairgold. ‘That’s part of the hull, not endrinworks! You didn’t mention it earlier.’

			‘Because I couldn’t fix it earlier. Anyways, you’d have seen it, if you’d had a proper look where that bloody great gash in the side is. Like I haven’t got enough to do.’

			He stepped closer, arm snaking out for an embrace as apology, but she evaded with a twirl that almost decapitated Fairgold with her iron-threaded braid. 

			‘Got to sort me tools,’ she told him. ‘Piston heads to remove, threads to cut, all sorts of delicate work. And you need to be getting ready to make the deal.’

			Fairgold nodded and followed her back to the main deck. He stopped a moment to lay a hand on the ironwork around the main endrinroom. He could feel the occasional splutter, the deck juddering perceptibly with each missed beat. Verna had done her best work, now it was his turn to do his.

			A bell clamoured into life along with repeated calls of ‘All Hands! All Hands!’ Booted feet thundered on iron steps and wooden decking as the ship’s company, some twenty duardin in all, burst from below decks and dropped from hammocks slung from the main deck stanchions. Thorkki bellowed orders, relayed by his juniors, setting the crew to tidying away everything on the deck, readying the guns and their personal weapons. 

			When they were done they stood in several loose ranks in front of Fairgold, clustered on the forward section of the main deck.

			‘I’ve told you many times, there’s no such thing as one big deal,’ the captain began. ‘We don’t do getting rich quick on this ship. You might as well chase skymaids and cloudsilver if that’s your thing.’

			‘Or legendary wrecks!’ someone piped up from the back, but Fairgold could not recognise the voice.

			‘Looking for the Night’s Gift is different,’ he said slowly, scowling at the group as a whole. It was no secret that he wanted to find the remains of the infamous sky-ship, and he wouldn’t have it held against him. ‘That’s family, not business. Anyway, this job is going to be one of the biggest deals we’ve made. It’ll be tough, we’ve got to hold our nerve, and it means handling the orruks properly. Ten of you are coming with me. The rest will be guarding the Daughter. We get the map from the orruks, swift screws back to Barak-Mhornar and then it goes to the highest bidder at the Goldworth. And if the rumours of the Ironpeaks are to be believed, that map is going to be worth as much as an ironclad or more.’

			As he rubbed his hands at the thought, Fairgold could feel the ship dipping as Eskar started to direct the vessel groundwards. Ahead the captain could see the twin peaks getting taller and taller. Nestled between them was a lush valley of forests, haphazardly hacked out in places by the orruks that lived there, reminding Fairgold of the pates of crew members that had saved a penny too much at the dockside barber’s.

			‘Coming in a bit steep-like,’ said Gorddo, head of the starboard team, turning to the others, who were muttering in similar discontent.

			‘We’re losing trim!’ shrieked Eskar from the piloting wheel above and behind Fairgold. She was so taken aback she forgot her studied Westdock-of-Barak-Zilfin accent. ‘Not ’nough power, too much weight for’ard!’

			The ship was quickly pitching forwards. Skyscrews whistled in protest while increasing creaks and groans from the superstructure warned of the strain as gravity fought the buoyancy of the aether-gold.

			‘Get aft!’ bellowed Thorkki, waving the crew to follow as he started towards the endrin-block and aethertank. 

			‘Aft, you sod-soled, jelly-kneed laggards!’ Eskar encouraged from above.

			The ship’s complement bundled aftward, stumbling up the steepening deck. Fairgold staggered to the endrinroom hatch and grabbed hold of the frame. 

			‘We need more power!’

			‘T’ain’t no more,’ Oggin called back.

			‘Then grab something strong and get ready for a bump.’

			Fairgold turned to see what lay ahead. A sea of dark green and silver trees as far as the eye could see.

			‘Cap’n!’ Eskar’s call dragged Fairgold’s eyes away from the rapidly approaching treetops. ‘I can’t haul us up.’

			He grabbed a rigging cable and climbed up as quick as he could, dragging himself over the rail of the fore-cradle to stand beside the pilot. She had one hand on the wheel and the other on the main pitch trim lever, looking as though she were wrestling two immense stone vipers. 

			‘Aim for that gap,’ said Fairgold, pointing towards a curving slash through the trees that could have marked a road. He grabbed the trim lever in both hands as soon as Eskar let go, turning to put his whole weight on it as ailerons and stabilisers fought mechanically to straighten themselves.

			The nose lifted slightly and then, as the aerodynamics of the guide fins assisted the aether-gold, rose faster, but not so quick that they didn’t crash through the foliage of the first few trees. In a plume of broken branches and scattered leaves they burst out across the cleared way, which was indeed a road of the very muddy and rutted variety. 

			‘Steady off,’ Eskar called down the speaking tube to the endrinroom, before lifting her voice to the rest of the crew with a bellow untoward for her petite size and generally refined disposition. ‘Ballast up, you snail-wits!’

			Rather more precipitously than they were used to, the Night’s Daughter’s crew brought the ship to a halt, ploughing a deep but short furrow in the muddy road. As the sky-ship bobbed into a hovering position with its keel just above the ground, Fairgold gave Eskar a kiss on the forehead.

			‘We’re here!’ he called out and lifted off his hat with a whoop. ‘Time to seal a deal!’

			The air in the valley was thick with humidity and Fairgold was sweating inside his full suit by the time he had readied himself and descended the rope ladder to the ground. Wet mud oozed under his boots and flies buzzed from the trees to investigate this new intruder into their world. The air was tainted with sulphur from the surrounding volcanic mountains, which had recently belched forth a vast cloud of aether-gold vapours. If the rumours were true, a sky-seam had been discovered the likes of which Fairgold believed could fuel a fleet for half a season or more. Enough to sponsor another expedition to find the Night’s Gift. Caught in the strange astromagnetic winds of Chamon, the aether-gold would soon disperse and it was a race against time to get the location from the orruks and back to Barak-Mhornar to sell it.

			Their last calls of farewell ringing from the trees, Fairgold and his companions set off up the road, leaving the others to patch the damaged hull and finish the endrin repairs. Clad in bulky aethersuits, the contingent tramped up the road, heavy boots sinking into the mud.

			‘With a following wind we’ll be back by nightfall, no problem,’ the captain said cheerfully to his satchel bearers.

			The orruk settlement was more impressive than Fairgold had anticipated – he had been expecting some hybrid of dung heap and salvage yard. The road, such as it was, had brought them to a wooden gatehouse set within a stockade of stripped tree trunks, each broader than a duardin. As he passed within, the captain saw a score and more dwellings had been built in a broad gash of hacked-down forest. Timber walls held up roofs of metallic leaves so that each appeared crowned with bronze and silver and copper. Smoke dribbled from the chimney of a solitary stone building set apart from the others; gangs of grots and a few humans laboured at piles of dirt beside it, while ingots of purer metal appeared on pulled sleds from the other side of the foundry. The handful of greenskin guides-cum-guards that had met the duardin on the rough road steered the group towards a longer, higher building than the rest, presumably the hall of the warboss.

			‘Slaves,’ said Thorkki.

			‘Not our problem,’ said Fairgold. He had seen the chains on the ankles of the humans and the whip marks on their backs. ‘We’d join them if we tried anything.’

			Indeed, the Kharadron contingent was outnumbered by at least a factor of ten, as armour-clad brutes stepped out of their barracks-like homes to stare at the trade delegation. They were expected, but that did nothing to soften the raw hostility in the eyes of the orruks as clawed fingers flexed on weapon hilts and fangs were bared.

			‘What if they decide just to rob us?’ suggested Golkin.

			‘I was hoping we’d have the Daughter nearby to even the odds. Don’t give them ideas.’

			The interior of the chieftain’s hall was dark, lit only by a firepit in the middle, beyond which sat the warboss on a great chair of stone and iron. In the gloom the creature seemed to be a towering statue of red and black metal. The escorts growled and snarled in the orruk tongue and then moved back to stand sentry with a pair of even larger greenskins at the door. 

			‘Come,’ rumbled the orruk. It lifted a hand ringed with gold and bones and beckoned them past the haze of the embers. ‘Safe in my house.’

			‘We bring good news, mighty Orgaggarok of the Falling Fist,’ said Fairgold. Like the orruk he spoke a trading language that was the bastard child of the celestial tongue of Azyr. 

			‘Show me,’ said the orruk, heaving his bulk upright. Like his minions he was clad in a full suit of armour, adorned with blades and spikes that made every part of his body a weapon. Standing, he was twice as tall as Fairgold. The captain was dressed in leather and steel harness and suit, but he was here to trade, not fight. The crew were likewise in their battle-gear, for ‘purely precautionary purposes’ as the captain had told them, and each carried a blade and pistol of some kind. Fairgold tried not to let his gaze be drawn to the mighty cleaverblade at the warlord’s hip, which was almost as tall as he was.

			At a gesture from the warboss two orruks appeared from the shadows, rolling the round of a felled tree. They set this down beside the firepit to use as a table. Fairgold noticed ruddy stains on the wood and hoped it was just looted wine, but knew he was trying to trick himself.

			‘Map first, if you please,’ said Fairgold, not wishing to begin with any kind of concession.

			‘Oggin!’

			The endrinrigger appeared out of the gloom at Verna’s call, the pieces of a valve in his hands.

			‘Endrinmaster?’

			‘I said to put the sprocket cap back on the main exchanger before taking off the capitulating ring.’ The Night’s Daughter’s creator pointed at the offending part with a multi-headed tool. ‘We’ve lost pressure in the flux chamber.’

			Oggin pushed up his goggles and rubbed an eye with a thumb, leaving a grey smear over his eyelid like kohl. 

			‘Why’s the capitulating ring after the main exchange? That’s not what it’s supposed to do,’ he asked, looking innocently at his mistress.

			‘’Cos I built it that way, all right,’ snapped Verna. ‘S’quicker to swap the pressure taps over when you’re trimming.’

			‘But then–’

			‘Isn’t the time, rigger,’ she cut him off. ‘Go fetch a couple of hands, there’s some manual pumping to be done.’ Then, almost under her breath, she continued, ‘Going to be late… Fairgold’s not going to be happy.’

			Compromises had been made. Three of Fairgold’s crew brand­ished their satchels like shields as proof that he had the goods, while a scrawny grot held a rolled-up parchment as evidence of Orgaggarok’s good intent. 

			With the chieftain was a smaller orruk that wore less armour but was bedecked in bone fetishes and other talismans. The warchanter, for such it had been introduced as, grunted and gabbled while gesturing wildly for some time. Flecks of saliva spattered the table-trunk and occasional green sparks flickered in the orruk’s mad gaze.

			‘Hard work to find your sky-gold,’ said Orgaggarok. ‘Many head hurts and danger for Gorzbang. Strong Mork breath, yes?’

			Fairgold took this to mean the aether-gold and the magical current that had conjured it from the Chamon winds. 

			‘So-so,’ he replied, waggling a hand. ‘You know Mork. A breath for one is just a fart for another.’

			The orruk’s brow furrowed and red eyes pinned Fairgold to the spot. The chieftain’s lip curled, revealing a dark gum and thick fang.

			‘Perhaps it is time for some disclosure,’ Fairgold said quickly. He gestured to Thorkki and Snorrlig. Each opened their satchels and brought forward a leathery egg about the size of Fairgold’s head. They placed them on the table, each held up by a rope quoit.

			Orgaggarok flexed his hands appreciatively and bent forward to examine the eggs, tongue lolling from his wide mouth. He muttered something unintelligible.

			‘Fine specimens, delicately handled since acquisition, as promised,’ said Fairgold, indicating the eggs with a flourish. He was wondering just how strong ‘Mork’s breath’ was blowing. ‘An orruk that owned such beasts would be a terror to behold and the envy of others.’

			‘Good,’ Orgaggarok nodded. ‘Blue lines and green patches means… prey finder? Good tracker. Brave. Loyal maw-krusha.’

			‘Yes? Rare? I mean, valuable. A very valuable addition to the stable of any warlord looking to pillage and plunder.’

			The massive jaw shut with a crack and the orruk’s murderous gaze fell upon Fairgold once more. A tentative claw prodded at one of the eggs.

			Fairgold smiled as best he could.

			‘Is there a problem?’

			Receiving the half-thumb ratchet claw from Oggin, Verna tightened the last fastening bolts under the piston line. She heaved herself out from under the bulk of the endrin-block and handed the tool back.

			‘I’ll run the pressurisation test,’ said the rigger.

			‘We’ll skip it,’ said Verna. ‘Seals are all tight. It’s going to take a while to get to full pressure as it is.’

			‘But what if…’ Oggin mumbled into silence beneath Verna’s unblinking but not entirely hostile stare. ‘Right. I’ll go tell Edra shall I?’

			‘There’s a good lad,’ said Verna, moving her attention to the main gauges. ‘Quick as a Magnate’s debt collector, if you please.’

			As Oggin opened the door to the main deck it seemed to Verna that the sky was almost dark.

			‘A guide, perhaps?’ suggested Fairgold, trying to ease the discussion along. ‘Two mawcrushers is quite a bargain just for a map. If there was a guide to help us locate the aether-ore…’

			A short and savage conversation erupted between the warlord and one of the other orruks. The tension caused sparks to start fizzing from the eyes of the warchanter.

			‘Gorzbang can smell Mork’s breath for you,’ declared the warlord, while next to him the warchanter twitched and dribbled. 

			Fairgold looked at the orruk shaman, who seemed about to explode. A smile slid onto the duardin’s lips without effort.

			‘A generous offer. Very generous. But I would not dare keep one of your most powerful advisors away from you for such a length of time.’

			The warchanter started to say something with a voice oddly screeching for an orruk, but a gesture from Orgaggarok had the magically volatile creature quickly dragged out of the hall by two burly enforcers. When they returned, they brought with them an orruk in a heavy apron of scaled skin over its armour. Evidently some kind of mawcrusher expert. A coiled whip hung at the belt of the apron. There was a fresh burst of fang-baring and snarls, followed by vigorous nodding from the beastmaster.

			‘These eggs old,’ said Orgaggarok. ‘Snarskab say so.’

			‘No, freshly plucked from the nest by my hand!’ protested Fairgold. He thrust an accusing finger at Snarskab. ‘I’ll not have my word tarnished by such accusations.’

			Orgaggarok tilted his head at Fairgold’s theatrics and the duardin subsided with a bow.

			‘Please continue.’

			‘Old egg. Ready open,’ insisted the warlord. A clawed finger prodded one of the eggs, which seemed to move back and forth of its own accord. The chieftain made a fist and then opened the fingers wide. ‘Burst?’

			‘Hatch?’ suggested Fairgold before he realised what he was saying. ‘They’re about to hatch?’

			The captain kept his expression as a fixed smile but could feel his companions backing away slightly from the table. Fairgold rallied quickly.

			‘Not long to wait, eh?’ He forced a chuckle. ‘Means they are good, yes?’

			The orruk considered this and then nodded once.

			‘Only two?’ he rumbled, red eyes flicking to the third satchel. Fairgold glanced back at Hengirod, who was holding his bag as though it were a shrapnel shell with a lit fuse.

			‘Only one map?’ Fairgold replied instinctively. Of course, there was only one map, but it was his nature to get every concession he could. Part of him wished his lips to stop moving but it was overruled by habit. ‘There is still the question of a guide to answer. And, of course, the problem is that such aether-veins come and go. How am I to know whether the aether-gold will be there tomorrow, or the day after?’

			The orruk rippled a lip, which might have been a smile or a grimace; it was impossible to tell. Fairgold held his nerve, meeting the gaze of the warlord while trying not to return any of the belligerence in its stare.

			‘Huh. Good map. Two clouds sky-gold,’ said Orgaggarok. The warlord lifted up two clawed fingers. The map-bearer came forward and let the chart unroll, showing a roughly daubed but legible illustration of the region around Breakward Stark. There were two streaks of bright yellow: one above the mountains nearby and another closer to the coast of the Sea of Copperdust. 

			‘Two sky-gold clouds, better than two eggs.’ The orruk eyed the third satchel pointedly.

			Fairgold took a breath slowly, trying not to look impressed. A second aether-vein! Not only would he cover the repairs to the Daughter, he could fund two expeditions to look for the Night’s Gift too, and still have a small saving left over to procure a few shares in a promising company. 

			‘Two for two seems like a bargain,’ he began, but saw the furrowing brows once again and veered away from further haggling. ‘But you have been most generous already and I am sure we can reach an agreement soon.’

			He waved Hengirod forward. The other duardin deposited a third egg on the table before retreating swiftly, throwing nervous glances at the rest of the crew members.

			‘Three good,’ snarled the orruk chief.

			The beastmaster leaned forward, looked at the eggs for a few heart-stopping moments and then roared a few words to its lord. Orgaggarok responded with an interrogative snarl and there followed more fang snapping, grunting and pointing. The warboss stood so quickly he almost knocked over the table.

			‘Snarskab say eggs come from Iron Peaks!’ bellowed the orruk. He thrust an accusing finger at Fairgold. ‘Iron Peaks is Falling Fist land.’

			‘Is it?’ Fairgold replied with all the false innocence he could muster.

			‘These my eggs. You take and sell to me. Thief!’

			Fairgold grabbed a monstrous egg in each hand and held them up, making obvious his intent to dash them to the floor. Orgaggarok froze, beady red eyes flicking between the duardin and the eggs. 

			‘It’s still a good deal,’ said the captain, taking a step back. The scrape of chairs and blades in scabbards sounded from other parts of the hall. Behind him, his crew laid hands on pistol handles and sword grips.

			The orruk warlord bared dagger-teeth in reply.

			‘Catch!’

			Fairgold threw the eggs – one to the chieftain, another to the beastmaster. As they scrabbled to catch the falling eggs, Fairgold dodged past the trunk-table and smashed his right fist into the face of the map-grot, pulling the parchment from its loosening grip as the diminutive greenskin toppled backwards.

			Orgaggarok intercepted him as he turned. For the second time since waking up that day, Fairgold found himself staring into the flared nostrils of a monstrous creature that wanted to kill him. For the second time since waking up he found himself issuing the same command.

			‘Run for it!’

			Before obeying himself, Fairgold flexed his right wrist in a particular way, activating the springload built into the arm of his drift harness. A one-use aethershot cane slapped into his waiting palm, trigger under his thumb. In an instant, the duardin captain moved his aim from warlord to egg, stopping Orgaggarok in mid-swing. 

			The ruse would only work for a heartbeat, but in that heartbeat Fairgold lifted his aim and opened fire, a spray of aetheric-propelled bullets ripping into the face of the beastmaster. 

			One of his companions fired, the crack of aethershot ruddily lighting the hall for a second. In the next instant, blades clashed and orruk shouts competed in volume with duardin curses. Orgaggarok swung his cleaver. Fairgold ducked, losing the tip of his hat-feather and the tiniest sliver of ear as the blade swept down and into the trunk-table. A heartbeat later, Fairgold had a blade in one hand and a proper pistol in the other. He fired at the red-armoured shapes around him, thrusting his blade without much thought as the melee spilled towards the firepit. He came face to face with a grot, who spat at him and then turned tail to run.

			The orruks drew back, recovering from the surprise, giving the duardin a precious few moments to gather about their captain, a hedgehog of pointing swords and pistol muzzles. Huddled together they moved towards the door, at least a brace of pistols moving to confront any orruk that dared approach, discouraging further assault. Having levered his cleaver from the table, Orgaggarok stomped forward, helmed head carving furrows in the beams of the ceiling. Faced with a wall of aethershot pistols he paused, snarling and snapping like a wakened guard hound.

			With gesturing pistols, they waved the guards away from the doors and managed to negotiate their way across the threshold. Outside, dusk was settling fast. A few other orruks were taking an interest, but for the moment the sounds of fighting had not caused enough of a stir to rouse the rest of the settlement.

			Fairgold looked around, scanning the sky above the wall for any sign of the Daughter. Ruddy dusk painted the air behind the peaks and twilight orange gave way to night blues in the other direction, equally devoid of sky-ship. He’d been hoping the others had turned up during the negotiations.

			Eyes returning to the warlord as the orruk exited the hall, Fairgold called out.

			‘You’ve got the eggs! Nobody else has to get hurt.’ Fairgold swished his blade back and forth a few times. ‘Especially you.’

			Orgaggarok rumbled a laugh in response, swinging his blade. ‘But it fun,’ the warlord growled back. ‘Not kill you quick. Got fire nice and…’

			The orruk trailed off, gaze moving up and away from the duardin. Fairgold felt a sudden chill as a long evening shadow fell across him. He half turned, laughing.

			‘The Daughter, by Valaya’s bountiful bosom! Later is better than…’ The captain’s celebration was cut short as he saw not an armoured ironclad cruising over the wall of the stronghold but a monstrous reptilian with a scab-crusted face and shoulder. 

			Fairgold let out an un-duardin-like shriek and threw himself to the dirt as the mawcrusher swept down. 

			The raucous shouts of the orruks could have been surprise, panic or elation, or perhaps all three. The warlord brandished his cleaver and bellowed at the diving monster while his companions started converging on the hall from across the settlement.

			‘The gate!’ snapped Fairgold, picking himself up. Ahead, the wooden gates were wide open but a crowd of grots were gathering around the massive capstan that would wind them shut. More grots on the towers hastily repositioned their bolt throwers and catapults to target the mawcrusher. Inside the stockade the beast crashed to a landing in front of the hall, hurt wing almost failing as claws scrabbled furrows through the dirt. 

			The duardin dashed as fast as they could towards the narrowing rectangle of woodland visible through the gates, Fairgold bringing up the rear as he glanced over his shoulder. Claw matched against iron, the mawcrusher and warboss slashed at each other with unbridled savagery, ripping armoured scales and metal plates from one another.

			‘Captain!’ Thorkki’s shout drew Fairgold’s attention back to their own situation. A clamorous clanging from an alarm gong brought several dozen orruks towards the gate to help the grots. And the gap of the gate was now only wide enough for two abreast, closing fast.

			A chorus of bestial shouts followed by a monstrous roar confirmed the battle outside the hall was still ongoing. Looking at the distance between his crew and the gate, Fairgold faltered in his stride.

			‘Ease off,’ he told them. ‘We’re not going to make it.’

			The others came to a ragged halt and unconsciously formed a circle as orruks pounded towards them from across the stronghold.

			As blades were raised, a distant boom echoed across the treetops an instant before the blur of a shell slammed into the side of the mawcrusher, showering the ground and orruks with broken scales and bloody chunks of flesh. Duardin and orruk alike gave throat to their happiness as the Night’s Daughter hauled into view over the peakward wall; the latter turned to angry bellows as aethershock torpedoes blasted the wooden wall into fire and splinters, the flaming blossom hurling grots and orruks high through the air. Carbine fire followed swiftly while rope ladders unrolled down the sides of the descending ironclad.

			The duardin needed no encouragement from their leader and threw themselves towards the trailing ladders as the ship passed through the flame and smoke, pulling themselves up even as companions reached down to help. 

			Pistol and blade in hand, Fairgold watched their backs, turning slowly until he came to face towards the hall. The mawcrusher was still alive, but only barely. The confrontation had smashed away some of the pillars so that the front of the hall had collapsed, bringing down a wall and half the roof. In the corner of his eye Fairgold could see the flicker of flames where the stronghold wall used to be. 

			Past the twitching mawcrusher he saw the orruk chieftain. The warboss levelled his blade in accusation and bellowed something in the greenskins’ guttural language. Fairgold needed no translator to recognise a bloody oath of vengeance when he saw one.

			To his left and right orruks closed in, some of them falling to marksman fire from the Night’s Daughter, others weathering the bullets with sparks and chips from their thick armour. The closest was almost within blade reach. Fairgold would have to turn his back to make for the ladders… 

			He held his ground, aiming his pistol at the closest foe.

			‘Grab my hand.’

			Fairgold turned to find Verna behind and above him, drifting closer in full dirigible suit, aetherturbines buzzing loudly. She held out a gloved hand, the other encased in a handmade aethershot rig that spat a hail of projectiles at the swarming orruks. As Fairgold holstered his pistol and grabbed hold, howls of anguish surrounded him, swinging blades missing his dangling booted feet. 

			The pair flew higher, soaring over the rising Night’s Daughter. Shots from the greenskin war machines clanged against the hull and ricocheted around Eskar and the aethertank as she steered the ironclad up and away. Down in the settlement Fairgold spied the human slaves throttling grots with their chains before they made a dash for the gaps in the burning wall.

			Verna guided them back towards the foredeck as the ship lifted out of range of the orruk war engines. She let Fairgold drop to the planks at the bow before attaching herself to a hitching ring on the outer hull. 

			Ahead the sun set over the wooded mountains, bathing the valley in ruddy gold. Even as the Breakward Stark disappeared in evening haze, Fairgold had a feeling that it was not the last he had seen of Orgaggarok and the Falling Fist.

			‘You were lucky none of us got killed,’ snapped Thorkki. ‘And for what?’

			In his cabin with Verna, Eskar, Thorkki and a few others, Fairgold tightened a bandage round his arm where an orruk blade had nicked him in the scramble from the hall. Verna helped him tie the knot as he fumbled at the ends of the bandage with stubby fingers.

			‘For this!’ crowed Fairgold, dragging a rumpled and slightly torn rag of parchment from out of his armoured jerkin. He unrolled it on the chart table and, with a broad grin, plunged a fat finger onto one of the streaks of yellow. ‘There’s aether-gold in them hills! Two clouds!’

			‘The map!’ cried Thorkki.

			‘You didn’t think we’d walk away with nothing, did you?’ He gave Thorkki an admonishing look. ‘When have I ever come out of a deal with hands as empty as an aelf’s promise?’

			‘Well…’ began Thorkki, but Verna cut him off.

			‘I’m sorry we couldn’t get to you sooner,’ she said, laying a hand on the captain’s arm.

			‘If we had pushed any harder, the screws would have fallen off,’ said Eskar. ‘You should have seen her, dashing about like a mad thing to keep everything ticking over, keeping us all on our toes.’

			‘Of course you did,’ said Fairgold, taking Verna’s hand to give it a squeeze. ‘I never doubted for a heartbeat that you’d be there.’

			They shared a smile before he returned his gaze to the others.

			‘As you know, I never leave myself without an option or two,’ Fairgold beamed. ‘We’ve come out of this even better than I hoped. You see, there were four eggs in that nest, not three. We can find someone else that’ll pay for a mawcrusher egg.’

			‘Where is it?’ asked Verna.

			‘Nukduk’s looking after it in the galley,’ said Fairgold. 

			His gaze met that of Thorkki, whose eyebrows were slowly knotting in thought.

			‘That orruk told you they was really close to hatching…’ said the greybeard.

			As Fairgold bolted towards the cabin door, a hoarse shriek sang out across the Night’s Daughter, followed by a drawn-out cry of alarm and the crash of falling plates and pans.
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			The kick that sent Kenji sprawling was so powerful that teeth cracked when his head slammed against the ground. He struggled to rise, but a boot smashed him down again. He could feel the iron nails of the sole stabbing into his skin. He shuddered as he felt rivulets of his own blood trickling down his back.

			All around the youth was calamity. His ears rang with the roar of flames, the anguished screams of the doomed, and the barbarous shouts of the invaders. The smell of smoke filled his nose and the salty taste of blood was in his mouth. His flesh cringed in the heat from the fires that ran rampant all around him. Kyoshima was dying. The town that had withstood the travails of plague and starvation, the depredations of grot wolfriders and feral ghouls, the vile hexes of the witch Baga-Yar, had now been claimed by a catastrophe it couldn’t endure.

			Kenji twisted his head and stared up at the man whose boot was planted in his back. He was a terrifying sight. His armour was forged from dark iron and cast into daemonical shapes, so that monstrous faces stared from each sabaton and the breastplate was the snarling visage of an inhuman fiend. The helm that encased the invader’s head sported great horns of bronze and the mask resembled a leering skull. The exposed mouth beneath the mask was twisted into a savage snarl, displaying teeth that had been filed down to sharp points. Upon his pale chin, the warrior sported a tattoo, a crimson stain that depicted an eight-pointed sigil.

			Clenched in the invader’s upraised hand was a brutal axe, its edge serrated and its back sporting a hooked spike. Blood already stained the weapon and Kenji cried out when some of it dripped down onto him. He knew it was the blood of his family, slaughtered like animals by the raider. 

			Fury blazed up inside Kenji. He struggled to free himself, but all he managed to do was writhe helplessly under the warrior’s boot. His efforts amused the raider, provoking ugly laughter that was more like the yapping of a hyena than a sound that should rise from a human throat. The cruel eyes that stared from the sockets of the skull-mask glared down at the youth. Kenji knew that the next moment would see his own life extinguished by the bloody axe. 

			Kenji turned his head so that he wouldn’t see the descending blow. His eyes fixated upon a shining object, a mote of brilliance in the grimy clamour of battle. He could see himself reflected in the polished steel of a broad-bladed sword with his captor standing over him. The axe started to swing downwards, sweeping for his head.

			A voice barked out and the axe faltered in its strike. Kenji couldn’t understand the harsh, guttural language, but he knew whatever had been said was some sort of command. He lifted his gaze from the reflective steel to the one who bore it in his hand. 

			The swordsman was another of the barbaric invaders. Taller and more broadly built than the warrior who had Kenji beneath his boot, he had dusky skin marked by innumerable tattoos and scars. His armour was a ruddy colour and sported many thorny spikes across its vambraces and greaves. The breastplate was festooned with nails, from which dangled an assortment of grisly trophies: shrivelled ears and severed fingers, desiccated eyeballs and leathery tongues. The helm the raider wore was dark in colour, seeming to shift between deep green and pitch-black, and was cast into the image of a wolf’s head with the curled horns of a ram. The eyes that gazed from behind the helm’s mask were cold and grey, ­characterised by an intensity that struck Kenji like an electric shock.

			The wolf-helmed raider called again to Kenji’s captor. Again, the youth knew from the tone it was some sort of command. This time the axeman bristled with defiance. He spat on the boy and snarled a vicious oath. Kenji could see in the reflective steel that the butchering axe was being raised again.

			In a blur of motion, the wolf-helmed raider sprang at the axeman. The shining sword flashed forward in a strike that was like lightning. Kenji felt blood spray down on him. He saw the serrated axe fall to the ground – along with the arm that held it. He glanced up to see the warrior clutching at the stump of his severed arm. The next moment, the raider’s sword came sweeping down, cleaving through both the skull-mask and the skull behind it. The pressure on Kenji’s back vanished as his captor collapsed into the dirt. He felt a murderous elation as he watched the killer of his family slaughtered like a dumb brute, and savoured the sight of the barbarian’s boots kicking in a final death spasm.

			The youth expected to feel the bite of the raider’s sword and tried to brace himself for the blow. Instead the swordsman just stared down at him. Kenji shivered when he saw that despite the brutal killing of the axeman, the polished blade was unmarked by blood and remained as bright and clear as when he’d first seen his reflection in it. He didn’t need to be told that there was sorcery within the weapon. To die upon normal steel was one thing, but to die on an enchanted blade was another. The people of Kyoshima had always believed a victim of witchcraft forfeited their soul to the thing that killed them.

			Death, however, wasn’t the intention of the wolf-helmed raider. For the third time Kenji heard the barbarian’s guttural voice call out. In answer, a dark-skinned man came rushing forward. He was shorter than the other invaders Kenji had seen, and wore less armour. His face was horribly scarred and his lips had been pierced by slivers of bone, so that it seemed he had two sets of teeth. His head was shaved and when he turned to speak with the raider, Kenji could see that a skull had been painted onto the back. 

			The two invaders spoke for only a moment, then the wolf pointed at Kenji. Only at that moment did it occur to the youth to try to flee, such was the disorder of his thoughts. It was already too late, however. The bald barbarian sprang at him and wrestled him back to the ground even as he tried to rise. He pinned Kenji under his knees and snapped a thick iron collar around his neck. While the youth struggled to break away, the invader shouted at him, his voice shifting in tone and cadence. Finally, there came not gibberish but words Kenji could understand.

			The barbarian noted at once the difference that came upon Kenji. ‘You understand me?’ he repeated, a note of cruel laughter punctuating his words. ‘It is foolish to fight now. The time for that is over. You belong to us now.’

			The slaver rose to his feet and pulled the chain fastened to Kenji’s collar. The youth gasped until he managed to pick himself up. He glared at the grinning barbarian. He swung around and started towards the axe lying on the ground. As he did, he noted the wolf-helmed warrior still watching him.

			Kenji froze with his fingers just inches from the axe. His moment of hesitation gave the slaver the chance to react. The barbarian jerked on the chain and pulled Kenji back. He drew a ripple-bladed knife from his belt, but a word from the swordsman stayed his hand.

			‘You’re fortunate,’ the slaver hissed in Kenji’s ear. ‘Gharm has told me to let you live.’ The barbarian chuckled darkly as the wolf-helmed raider walked off into the smoke of Kyoshima’s burning homes. ‘Don’t think that means I am to keep you alive.’ He tugged on the chain again. ‘You’re plunder now, thrall of Kravoth’s Reavers. You’ll survive only as long as you’re useful. When your strength fails, we’ll grind you up into meal for our horses.’

			Kenji glared into the slaver’s eyes. ‘I’ll live long enough to see you dead,’ he vowed.

			The slaver twisted the chain in his hand and forced Kenji closer. ‘Many have made me that same promise, boy. I’ve left their bones for the vultures. Don’t think Gharm will protect you. Strange moods come upon him sometimes, but they pass just as quickly. You’re nothing but a whim of the moment. When the moment passes… you belong to me.’

			With practised ease the slaver drew Kenji’s hands into a set of bronze manacles. Chuckling darkly, he led the youth through the burning town and past the triumphant barbarians despoiling its homes. 

			Kyoshima was dead. Kenji wondered how long it would be before he joined the rest of his people in Nagash’s underworlds. How long he could depend on the whim of the Champion with the enchanted sword to keep him alive.

			‘Get that slop ready for the horses!’

			The order came from the shaven-headed slaver, Sazaal. He used the crack of his whip to punctuate his words. Kenji felt it rake across his shoulder and bite into his skin. After months as a thrall, he’d become somewhat inured to the lash. Where once the kiss of the whip would bring tears to his eyes, now there was only a grunt of discomfort. But if the sting to his flesh had lessened, the insult to his pride hadn’t. Each blow was another seed of hate. A hate that kept him alive where others perished.

			Kenji was in the muddy fields on the outskirts of the Reavers’ encampment, the chain of his collar fixed to a post. The warriors led by Gharm represented but a single raiding band of the immense warhost that swore allegiance to Kravoth. Dozens of groups left the army each day to maraud and pillage, returning with the spoils of decimated settlements. Hundreds of slaves shivered in the fields, fettered like animals. The hardy were set to the tasks the barbaric warriors considered beneath them. Those who were weak and faltered were culled with ruthless abandon.

			The ‘slop’ Sazaal wanted rendered down for the horses was human. Many times Kenji had been given the foul chore of carving up a fallen slave, rendering them into thin slivers of meat and pulverised meal to be fed to the fearsome mounts used by the Reavers. The barbarians believed the charnel diet made their steeds more vicious and bloodthirsty, horses fit for their murderous conquests. 

			This time, however, Kenji knew Sazaal had especially singled him out for the task. Few slaves had been taken when Gharm’s warband attacked Kyoshima. The slave sprawled at his feet now was one of them. Though her body was emaciated from mal­­nutrition and her skin was scarred by the mark of the lash, Kenji recognised her face. She’d been a potter and often he’d passed her working clay into bowls on his morning walk to the woodcutter. Then she’d been hale and hearty; now she was wretched and wasted, crushed by the cruelty of the barbarians.

			There was one more difference, however, and it was a difference that made Kenji’s heart sicken. Unlike the other slaves he’d butchered for the raiders, there was still a flicker of life in the woman. When he realised that, he looked at Sazaal. There was a gloating expression on the slaver’s face. 

			‘Get to work,’ Sazaal chuckled and cracked the whip across his skin once more. Kenji’s fingers curled tighter about the bone flensing knife he held. To rake it across the slaver’s throat!

			The whip snapped at him once more, its tip drawing blood from Kenji’s cheek. ‘The horses are hungry… or maybe you’d rather feed them?’ Sazaal sneered as he made the threat, switching back to his own brutish language. Over the course of his captivity, Kenji had quickly learned the savage tongue of his masters.

			Kenji turned his eyes to the woman lying in the mud. She was watching him with an empty gaze. All hope was gone… Even fear was gone. There was only bitter resignation. The fatalism of the damned.

			Sazaal lashed him with the whip again. It disgusted Kenji to know the enjoyment the slaver took from hurting him. The only thing he could do to deny him that satisfaction was to obey. No good would come from making a show of resistance. All he would do would be to weaken himself, to squander some of the strength he’d been slowly gaining. The woman would die, nothing he could do would change that. If not by his hand, then by another. Perhaps one with no thought of mercy for her plight.

			Kenji leaned down. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered as he brought the knife raking across her throat. There was neither forgiveness nor condemnation in her eyes as he killed her, only that same look of empty weariness.

			The whip cracked across Kenji’s back again. ‘No talk,’ Sazaal ordered. ‘Work or scream. Those are your choices.’

			Kenji glared at the slaver, but said nothing. He rolled the dead woman over and started his hideous work. He locked away the rage boiling inside him, saving it for when the opportunity came to pay Sazaal back. A reckoning that was now his only purpose. His only reason to survive.

			Sazaal coiled his whip around his arm. The bald barbarian lifted his gaze and turned towards the Reavers’ camp. Kenji looked for what had drawn the slaver’s attention. A confusion of hide tents and leather yurts stretched away across the fields almost as far as he could see. Tendrils of smoke wafted up into the air from hundreds of fires. The smell of blood and sweat and flame rolled away from the bivouac, the condensed reek of the gathered horde. Kenji could see the brutal banners and standards of the various chieftains and Champions. Set upon a pole taller than all the others was that of Kravoth himself, a grim totem of flayed skin across which had been inked the face of a snarling daemon. Kenji had seen the warlord himself a few times and knew he was even more inhuman than the beast depicted on his banner. The leader of the Reavers stood as tall as two men and had the musculature of an orruk overlord. Sharp claws sprouted from his fingers and horns bulged from his forehead. Kravoth had been born mortal but by the infamy of his deeds he’d been favoured by the Dark Gods of Chaos and transcended the limitations of human form. He was more daemon than man now, a profane reward towards which every Reaver aspired.

			Kenji’s attention drew away from Kravoth’s standard to that of Gharm. A tall pole adorned with bones and topped by the oversized skull of a one-eyed wolf, it was easy enough for him to find. He was surprised to see that it was moving, being carried away from the Champion’s tent.

			‘Hurry up and finish,’ Sazaal snapped at Kenji, this time not bothering to use his whip to motivate the thrall. ‘Lord Gharm will be going on another raid.’ A crooked smile spread the slaver’s bone-pierced lips. ‘This time you’ll go with me. If we take too many slaves, I’ll let you decide who lives and who dies.’ He laughed and spat into the mud. ‘You’re good at that kind of work.’

			Sazaal laughed harder when he saw the anger in Kenji’s eyes. One day, Kenji promised himself, I’ll be the one laughing.

			The raiders rode hard through the river valleys well into the night. Those without steeds struggled to maintain the pace, discarding gear as they jogged after the riders. Unburdened by armour and weapons, Kenji found himself better able to cope with the unforgiving demands Gharm set upon his followers. Nor was unforgiving an inappropriate description. He saw exhausted warriors drop to the ground gasping for breath, only to be callously dispatched by their fellow Reavers. The barbarians made no allowance for weakness in their slaves. They were even less tolerant when it came to their own marauders.

			‘Keep going,’ Sazaal wheezed, slapping Kenji’s back with his rolled-up whip. The slaver was exasperated by the thrall’s endurance, something that brought a grim smile to Kenji’s face.

			‘Heed your own advice,’ Kenji said. He waved his chained hands at a fallen warrior, another barbarian ready to stab him in the throat if he failed to resume the march. ‘I don’t want any of them killing you.’ His smile broadened when the prone raider was dispatched by his comrade. ‘Nobody gets to kill you except me.’

			Sazaal struck him from behind. Kenji stumbled but kept on his feet. ‘You’ll fall before I do, I promise you.’ He gave Kenji another shove that almost sent him sprawling. The slaver might have tried again, but at that moment a rider came galloping back towards the footmen. 

			‘The village the scouts found is ahead,’ the rider declared, waving a spiked flail off towards a rocky branch that opened into the valley. ‘There is a wall but the gates are open. Gharm says he will lead us in and hit them before they can shut their gates. You will follow us to secure the plunder.’ He raised his fist in salute. ‘Glory and gold to Kravoth Daemonstruck!’

			The infantry returned the salute, ragged declarations of fealty to Kravoth rasping from their throats. The messenger turned his steed and rode away to rejoin Gharm and the horsemen. Kenji glanced at the faces of Sazaal and the other raiders. Each of them had a bitter expression, one that had the effect of blotting out the weariness dragging at their bodies. As much as they’d sworn gold and glory to Kravoth, each of the warriors expected to take a measure for themselves. With the riders charging in ahead of them, the footmen anticipated little of either when they reached the end of their march.

			‘By the Blood God and the Plague Father, are we dogs to snap up the leavings?’ a hulking barbarian raged, shaking his axe and shield at the sky. He turned and started sprinting after the departed messenger. The other warriors followed his example, greed and envy pouring new strength into their limbs. Kenji was caught up in the surge, goaded onwards by the revived Sazaal.

			‘I’ll have a full coffle, horse-feeder,’ the slaver jeered. ‘If you live, you’ll have plenty of company on the march back.’

			Kenji offered no retort. It was enough for him to try and keep moving. Now it was he who was at risk of falling behind. Unlike the barbarians, he didn’t have the lure of pillage and plunder to grant him a second wind. Yard by yard, he found himself losing pace. Sazaal’s threats couldn’t spur him to a new effort. He was weakening. Soon he would fall. And then he would die.

			Kenji thought it was a trick of his fatigued mind when he saw the blur of motion that slipped through the bushes dotting the valley. Day was fast deserting the land and long shadows were stretching across the terrain. He tried to tell himself it was some trick of light and dark. Even in the camp of Kravoth’s Reavers he hadn’t seen anything so abhorrent as what he imagined he’d seen sneaking around in the undergrowth. 

			Then he saw it again, or at least another like it. For only an instant it was exposed to Kenji’s sight, slipping between patches of darkness. His skin crawled at the image. A lean, crook-backed figure covered in grimy rags and verminous fur, a scaly tail trailing behind it and the long, pointed head of a rat perched upon its shoulders.

			‘Run, you dog,’ Sazaal snapped, his whip cracking against Kenji’s back.

			Kenji spun around and grabbed the lash to prevent Sazaal from drawing it back and hitting him again. ‘Listen to me, fool. There’s something following us.’ He nodded his head towards the bushes.

			Sazaal glowered at Kenji and strained to free the whip with one hand while reaching for the club hanging from his belt with the other. His eyes darted for just a moment towards the bushes. At once his expression changed. ‘Skaven!’ 

			The inhuman pack charged the barbarians. A second mob of the vermin sprang from the opposite side of the raiders, their fur wet from creeping along the riverbank. Kenji saw that some of the ratmen wore armour and carried weapons of iron and bronze that looked familiar to him. It took only a moment to recognise them as the gear the raiders had been discarding on the trail and leaving upon the bodies of their murdered comrades. He understood now why the skaven were following them. Scavengers, they’d been snatching up whatever the warriors left behind. Now, with Gharm and his riders gone, the monsters felt themselves numerous enough to overwhelm those who remained.

			‘Skaven!’ The shout was taken up by the warriors as the ratmen fell upon them. For an instant, Kenji had a view of the battle. The powerful barbarians set their axes and swords cleaving through their bestial foes; their mauls and flails shattered skulls and pulverised limbs. Around them, the ground was soon littered with the bodies of the dead and maimed. But for every skaven they struck down, two more rushed in to take its place.

			Sazaal fell back and used his whip to fend off the attentions of three ratmen who came for him. The creatures chittered angrily, baring their chisel-like fangs and waving their curved swords. A concentrated effort would have overwhelmed the slaver, but none of the skaven wanted to be the one to take the lead and withstand the whip.

			Kenji had no time to spare for Sazaal or the other Reavers. A brown-furred ratman with a ring through its nose and studs in its hairless ears lunged at him, a sword clenched in its paws. The thing swung at him with a speed that was terrifying. Only luck saved Kenji. He stretched his hands out in a futile gesture to stop the blade. While his hands would have only made themselves a target, the chain of his manacles was made of stouter material. By a caprice of fate, the skaven sword missed his fingers and instead struck the metal links.

			The skaven was as surprised as Kenji when its blade didn’t sink into flesh. It looked uncertain what to do, twitching its head from side to side. Kenji suffered no such dilemma. He flung himself at the skaven, bowling it over with his greater size and weight. The monster writhed under him, lashing him with its tail and scratching him with its claws. Beside the punishment he’d endured as a thrall of Kravoth’s Reavers, the skaven’s efforts were nothing to him. He swung his hands forward and got the chain of his ­manacles across the vermin’s throat. Then he pulled back and used every ounce of his strength to break the thing’s neck.

			Kenji grabbed the dead ratman’s sword. He looked over to where the main fight was unfolding. Several of the Reavers were down now, their bodies being looted by skaven. Other ratmen continued to harry the survivors, trying to separate them and then converge on all sides. Sheer numbers favoured the vermin. He supposed the reason only one of the monsters had charged him was because he presented a poor prospect for loot.

			Kenji swung around and looked back to Sazaal. The slaver was surrounded now by four skaven. A creature armed with a spear had joined the others and its efforts were taking their toll on Sazaal. Whenever the barbarian cracked his whip at one of the others, the spear-rat would dart in and stab him. Sazaal was bleeding from half a dozen wounds and his left arm hung limp at his side.

			The wise course for Kenji was to flee. He had no friends in this fight. Whichever side won, he would lose. Hate, however, made him stay. If he didn’t have friends in the fight, he certainly had an enemy.

			‘You won’t have him!’ Kenji roared as he charged the ratmen from behind. He held the stolen sword in both hands and swung it like a cleaver into the spear-rat’s back. The creature crumpled under the blow, its spine broken. The other skaven jumped back, startled by the abrupt dispatch of their comrade. Again, though their swift reflexes gave them an advantage, indecision squandered that advantage. Kenji rushed at the closest of the vermin and swung his blade at its face. Black blood spurted from a snout cut to the bone. The ratman shrieked and stumbled backwards. Kenji’s sword came chopping down once more, slashing the skaven from shoulder to belly.

			One of the remaining skaven lunged at Kenji, its sword cutting him along the side as he turned to meet its attack. The pain of his wound barely registered in his mind, a hurt he shifted behind that mental partition where all the abuse and torture inflicted on him by his captors was relegated. He struck out at the ratman, his blade clipping the tip from one of its ears as it ducked under the attack. The vermin dived in at him, thinking to stab him before he could recover. Kenji didn’t even try. The moment he saw his enemy duck he brought his arms crashing downwards. The pommel of his sword and the chains hanging from his wrists slammed into the ratman’s head like a hammer. The stunned skaven collapsed at his feet. Before it could try to rise, Kenji brought the pommel and his chain slamming down again. He repeated the attack until he felt the creature’s skull crack under the flurry of blows.

			Spattered with the blood and brains of his foes, Kenji rose. He saw Sazaal standing above the carcass of the last ratman. The slaver gave him an uncertain look and his fingers tightened about the sword he bore. The sounds of battle continued to rise from the other raiders as they tried to resist the skaven ambush, but no more of the monsters were nearby. Slaver and thrall were alone.

			‘You saved my life,’ Sazaal said, something like incredulity in his voice.

			‘No I didn’t,’ Kenji spat at the slaver. Without warning he threw his sword into Sazaal’s face. The weapon crashed into the barbaric visage, breaking several of the bones piercing his lips and mashing his nose in a scarlet explosion. 

			Before Sazaal could think of anything but his wound, Kenji ploughed into him. The thrall’s drive spilled both men to the ground, but with the slaver underneath him it was his tormentor who took the brunt of the impact. Sazaal’s sword went spinning away as his hand lost its grip.

			Kenji whipped his chains across Sazaal’s face, the metal links ripping his skin like razors. The slaver’s fingers tore at him, trying to throw him off, but he wouldn’t be denied. Over and over he lashed his chains against the barbarian’s head. The shaved pate was gashed, a sheet of blood streamed from the man’s forehead and turned the dusky visage into a crimson mask. One eye darkened with blood and the orbit around it fragmented into splinters of bone. However brutal the havoc, it wasn’t punishment enough to satiate Kenji’s rage.

			Dimly Kenji was aware that the sounds of battle had changed. The feral snarls of the skaven had turned to shrill squeals of terror. Barbaric voices roared in triumph as the sound of pounding hooves rumbled ever closer. Gharm and his riders had returned.

			The rescue of the barbarians counted for little with Kenji. All that mattered to him was exacting the last measure of vengeance from the mangled thing beneath him. The head was less human than the verminous faces of the skaven before he stopped lashing out with his chains. He didn’t know when Sazaal had died and cursed himself for letting that moment pass without savouring it properly.

			The snort of a nearby horse caused Kenji to rise to his feet. There was no thought of running. It would do no good to run. The barbarians would just ride him down. Besides, he’d settled his score with Sazaal. He was ready to die.

			When Kenji turned, he found his eyes staring into the gleaming steel that he knew could belong only to Gharm’s enchanted blade. His reflection was the very image of savage violence. From head to toe he was coated in blood: his own, that of the skaven and the gore from Sazaal’s spattered head. The cut from the ratman’s sword flowed freely, as did the furrows where the slaver’s desperate fingers had raked his skin.

			Gharm studied Kenji a moment. He spurred his horse forward. Kenji didn’t run from the fanged steed’s approach. He didn’t cower when the Champion raised his gleaming sword and brought it flashing towards him.

			The centre link of Kenji’s chain was severed by Gharm’s strike. The Champion leaned back in his saddle. ‘Run, if such is your want.’ He nodded at the carnage of which Kenji was the sole survivor. That Sazaal was among those killed didn’t seem to matter to him. ‘I don’t think you are such to run.’

			‘You destroyed my home. Killed my people.’ Kenji glared defiantly at Gharm.

			‘I cut the strong from the weak,’ Gharm said. ‘Those strong enough to prevail and seek the power of a daemon. Those who would fight.’ He pointed his sword at Kenji. ‘You would fight. Fight then. March to the village. Seize your measure of plunder and glory.

			‘Or stay here.’ Gharm spoke as he turned his horse and started back towards the rest of his warriors. ‘It may be you’ll die of your wounds whatever your choice. Fight with us, and you’ll become a Reaver.

			‘If you survive.’

			The heat wafting up from the pit was withering. Kenji could see the sweat dripping from the joins of his bronze armour. The griffon-hide wrappings around the grip of his sword had turned black from his perspiring palm. He’d removed one of the trophy scalps from his spiked pauldrons and tied it under the rim of his helm’s visor to keep the sweat out of his eyes, though he could still feel drops sliding into his eyebrows.

			No glory without ordeal. Kenji’s mind rolled over what might be called the creed of Kravoth’s Reavers. The horde believed the Dark Gods didn’t value anything a man did that was not hard won. Kravoth had endured and suffered much before he finally rose to daemonhood. All those who would emulate him were fully aware how difficult the path would be. The weak were nothing but resources to be utilised by them. It was only in the strongest enemies that they could find an ordeal worthy of being noticed by the gods.

			The pit below offered such enemies. It was a colossal gorge that plunged deep into the crust of the rocky plain. One of dozens that stretched across the mephitic desert. The land here shimmered with the gleam of diamonds, topazes and turquoise, the gemstones lying exposed on the surface, spat up by the volcanic vents that spewed greasy brown smoke into the sky. Yet there were none who dared brave these lands to gather the unclaimed wealth. None who dared to challenge those who’d made the great pit their home.

			None except Kravoth’s Reavers.

			Kenji could see the winding road cut into the sides of the pit, winding round and round as it descended towards its molten depths. Far below, perhaps a thousand feet or more, a lake of lava bubbled and roared, its hellish light lending the black stone around it an orange glow. Along the walls, structures had been cut into the sides of the pit. Near the surface they were few and far between, but closer to the fiery pool they became so numerous as to seem a veritable city. A city of stone hidden in the maw of a volcano.

			‘This is a battle worthy of the gods,’ Gharm told his raiders. The Champion had left his savage steed in the charge of thralls as had most of the Reavers. To plunge into the lava because of a bucking horse was an insulting death when a much more glorious end offered itself. His eyes roved across the persons of his raiders. ‘The gods are watching you. Shame yourself before them, and you’ve no need to fear their wrath. I’ll gut you myself and feed your entrails to the ghorgons.’

			Drums and horns rumbled up from the pit. Kenji could see a solid block of enemies marching up the road. The path was a solid wall of armed foes, from the side of the pit to the sheer drop down into the lava below. In another life, when he’d existed in Kyoshima, he’d seen the short and stocky duardin when they’d come to trade goods with the town. The army that now marched to meet Kravoth’s horde was a similar breed, but unlike any duardin he’d encountered before. Their skin was black and glistened like onyx, their physique brawny and robust. Their hair was pulled up into great crests that towered above their heads like the comb of a cockatrice, and their beards were plaited into long braids that fell almost to their knees. Hair and beards alike had been dyed a bright and vivid orange that echoed the glow from the lava below. Kenji could see the glimmer of gold shining from many of the duardin, the precious metal stuck directly to their dark skin. Each of them carried an axe with a wide blade, and Kenji had no doubts that all of them had both the strength and skill to wield the cumbersome weapons.

			‘Gold and glory.’ The words were snarled by the raider standing closest to Kenji. She was a hulking blonde-haired marauder from some distant part of Ghur, a devotee of the Dark Gods who had sought to join the Reavers with her whole village. Of two hundred, only herself and ten others had been found strong enough to be worthy of serving Kravoth.

			‘Seek glory, Vanya,’ Kenji advised her. ‘Gold and plunder will wait until the enemy is carrion beneath our boots.’

			The barbarian flipped back her scalp-lock so that it curled around the back of her horned helm. ‘I’ll take your share then, if you don’t want it,’ she said. ‘The clans may question your deeds in battle, but none can argue with the plunder you bring back.’

			Kenji shook his head, but didn’t bother to contest her claim. She didn’t understand. Most didn’t. What counted wasn’t what others believed you’d accomplished, but what you knew you’d accomplished. In the carnage of war, the only heart that kept a true record of how you’d fought was the one inside your own chest. That was the only place where a warrior’s worthiness was measured.

			From the depths of the pit there now rose shouts in the blunt duardin tongue. Kenji reasoned that it must be a king giving final encouragement to his army, or a priest invoking the protection of their ancestor-spirits. The shouts faded away and were replaced by a dirge-like song, a cadence as hard and relentless as the volcano itself.

			‘To war!’ A voice that sizzled more loudly than the smouldering lake below rippled through the horde. Kravoth raised his blade in his clawed hand with a flourish, then stabbed it downwards at the duardin road. A savage howl rose from the horde and the Reavers hurtled forward to charge into the enemy.

			Gharm’s raiders were just behind the vanguard. The role of smashing the duardin front line had been given to the crimson-armoured warriors of Thurr the Dravgoli, cannibals from the misty wastelands of Shyish. Kenji watched them as they sprinted towards the enemy, their fanged mouths open in hungry wails as bloodlust consumed their minds. He’d seen the defenders of towns and villages buckle under the fearsome sight, but the duardin remained steadfast. Their front shifted and scores of skirmishers emerged from the ranks. Kenji thought they were going to close with Thurr’s savages, but instead of moving to meet the barbarians they hurled their axes at them. The heavy iron and bronze of the armour offered no obstruction at all to the weird, gold-flecked blades as they slammed into the humans, slicing through the metal plates like hot knives through butter. The skirmishers made a second cast with spare axes they bore before withdrawing back into the duardin line. 

			Thurr’s warband had numbered a hundred and more, but when the last axe was thrown there wasn’t a single cannibal still on his feet. As Kenji advanced over the dead and dying warriors, he could smell the stench of burnt meat rising from the fallen. Their loss, however, didn’t matter nearly as much as what they’d gained for the rest of the horde. They’d bought both time and distance for the Reavers. A second line of skirmishers came out to inflict damage on the humans. A score of warriors fell, but this time the duardin didn’t strike with impunity. Javelins and arrows answered the attack. As they saw their skirmishers struck down, a mighty roar rose from the duardin. They didn’t wait to meet the oncoming humans. In a great surge they rushed upwards to meet the raiders.

			There wasn’t further opportunity for lesser engagements. Kravoth’s Reavers slammed into the charging duardin in a crash of steel. Kenji’s sword lashed out, shearing through the brawny arm of a bearded foe and sending both him and the axe he held spinning off towards the molten lake below. He kicked his mutilated enemy full into the face of the duardin behind him. Both stumbled for a moment and while they were unbalanced, he whipped them with the chain he gripped in his other hand. The duardin recoiled instinctively from the lashing metal. The reaction turned their stumble into a sideways plunge over the edge of the road.

			From the corner of his eye, Kenji caught the reflective shimmer of Gharm’s sword. The Champion was locked in combat with a duardin wielding a poleaxe, his body so encrusted with gold that he almost seemed a being of living metal. Even from so fleeting a glance, Kenji could tell the leader of the raiders was confronted by a skilled and powerful enemy. It might be that Gharm’s quest for daemonhood would end in a volcanic pyre.

			Kenji was confronted by a burly duardin carrying a massive two-headed axe. The vicious blade swept downwards as he spun around to avoid the attack. His sword delivered a glancing blow to his foe, deflected from more grievous harm by the gold runes embedded in the onyx skin. He flipped the length of chain in his other hand, sending it licking at the duardin’s eyes. The action caught the enemy by surprise and he recoiled as blood streamed from his cut forehead.

			The duardin with the double-axe had no chance to attack again. Vanya rushed at him before he could recover and chopped him down with her own axe blade. He collapsed in a heap at the edge of the road. Vanya crouched over him and began cutting the golden ornaments from his skin.

			‘Leave the plunder for later,’ Kenji snapped at Vanya. She gave him a defiant look and continued to loot the corpse.

			The next instant, and Vanya was gone. Up and over the edge of the precipice a huge red claw rose. It crashed down over her as it sought purchase on the road. Kenji dived aside as a second claw embedded itself in the rock. Heaving itself up from the wall of the volcanic pit was a great scaly body, a lizard-like head snapping hungrily at the air. 

			Javelins and arrows flew at the reptilian monster as the Reavers responded to its threat. Kenji saw arrows glance off the thick plates that covered the monster’s back and parts of its legs. Javelins stabbed into the scaly hide, quivering as they drove home. Hot blood steamed out from the wounds, setting the wooden shafts alight.

			The giant lizard lowered its head, its black eyes fixating on the humans. Its scaly jaws opened wide and from its fanged mouth a blast of flame and smoke spilled forth. Dozens of warriors were enveloped in the blast. Flesh was charred down to the bone, bronze plate dripped away in molten splashes, and screams transformed to vapour as bodies were immolated.

			‘Let the gods bear witness!’ Kenji shouted. The lizard was pulling itself further onto the road. It brought its back legs onto the edge as it advanced. For a moment its body was lifted high. Kenji flung himself beneath its bulk and slashed at it with his sword. The softer hide of the reptile’s belly split as he struck. Kenji screamed as the steaming blood sprayed onto him. He sprang away as the lizard flopped back down onto its belly and tried to crush him.

			The lizard’s angry hisses were echoed by an enraged duardin who was strapped to a saddle on the thing’s back. He thrust at Kenji with a long poleaxe and dealt a blow that split his helm. The human dropped flat, but as he did, the reptile slashed at him with one of its claws. The immense foot narrowly missed him and he was able to take off one of its toes by way of reprisal.

			‘Fight me, you crawling cur!’ The challenge was shouted by Gharm. The Champion charged towards the lizard and its rider as they turned towards Kenji. The reptile whipped its head around, startled by the ferocious yell. It lowered its horned snout and tried to impale Gharm, but the Champion dived away and his gleaming sword sheared through the knife-like protrusion. A length nearly a foot long went spinning across the ground.

			Kenji knew a blast of the lizard’s fiery breath would finish Gharm. He still felt a debt to the Champion, both for sparing his life and for providing him a new one. So it was that he ignored the continued efforts of the lizard’s rider to chop him down and rushed the beast itself once more. His target was the most vulnerable spot he could reach – the stump of the toe he’d cut off. With cruel abandon, he chopped at the wound with his sword, the edge biting into the still-bleeding flesh and the exposed nerves.

			The lizard threw back its head and roared in pain. It reared up in defiance of the duardin rider’s frantic efforts to control it. As it lurched onto its hind legs, its belly was exposed once more. Kenji saw the wound he’d inflicted before reflected in Gharm’s sword as the wolf-helmed raider charged in and attacked. Like Kenji, he dived away as the brute came slamming back down.

			The rider chopped at Kenji again. This time he whipped the chain around the haft of the poleaxe. The duardin was strong, too strong to pull the weapon from his grasp but not so strong that he could rip his axe free either. While he was effectually disarmed, Kenji used his blade to hack again at the lizard’s toe.

			Kenji was lifted into the air as the lizard reacted to the pain. His dangling weight was enough to wrench the poleaxe from the rider’s grip and he crashed back to the ground perilously close to the edge of the pit. Frantically he rolled aside as the beast flopped down once more and missed being crushed by the narrowest margin.

			The lizard was wild now, its armoured tail lashing from side to side, battering Reavers and duardin alike. It spat gouts of fire from its maw, not in concentrated and focused blasts as it had before, but in little spurts that struck the walls more often than flesh. The rider tried to get his steed back under control, desperately pulling at chains fixed to stakes embedded in its flesh.

			Gharm pressed his attack. The Champion’s armour steamed from the lizard’s fiery blood, but his blade was unharmed. Indeed, it seemed to have drawn into it some of the heat of the reptile’s gore. Where Kenji’s sword was pitted and scored from his attacks upon the beast, Gharm’s blade struck with even greater force. It slashed through the thick plates on the lizard’s side and gashed the scaly skin beneath. A stream of burning blood vented from the wound.

			The already maddened lizard whipped itself around to confront Gharm. At the same time the rider was trying to turn it the other way. The reptile responded only in part, and in doing so its tortured bulk lost its balance. The rider howled in horror as he and his gigantic steed pitched over the edge and fell towards the lava far below.

			Kenji threw aside his ruined sword and glanced around for another. Because of the lizard’s rampage, the battle had drawn away from this part of the road, leaving only the dead. He spotted Vanya’s pulverised body, her hand still clinging to her axe. He tugged it free from her dead fingers. Now she knew which of them was right. Glory before gold.

			‘You have a new weapon,’ Gharm stated as he turned away from looking over the edge of the pit. ‘Good. We’ll see that beast again when we reach the bottom of the stronghold. It didn’t seem to mind swimming in lava.’

			Kenji’s fingers tightened around the axe. ‘The head of a monster that has to be killed twice will be a worthy trophy,’ he said, eagerness in his voice.

			Gharm nodded and headed back into the fray. For a moment, Kenji could see the Champion’s gleaming sword shining out from amongst the combatants. Then all sight of his leader was lost in the scrum of battle.

			‘This day will bring much glory,’ Kenji laughed. He stepped away from Vanya’s body and rushed back into the fight.

			The wails of the dying and the doomed filled Kenji’s ears. He took no pleasure from the sound, just as he’d taken no pleasure from the raid. The little settlement had been unworthy of his attention, its people less than the ticks that plagued the warband’s horses. There hadn’t been a decent fighter among them. Kenji was glad he hadn’t invoked the Dark Gods, because it would have been an insult to draw their attention to so pathetic a struggle.

			Kenji vented his frustration on the inhabitants he came upon in the burning streets. The sickle-shaped sword he’d won in battle with an undead king was caked in the blood of his victims. Any who crossed his path were cut down. He made no distinction and offered no mercy. But for the existence of their miserable town Gharm’s warband might have found a worthy enemy instead of being ordered by Kravoth to ransack the settlement for supplies.

			Kyoshima had been a place like this. That realisation only inflamed Kenji’s rage. All those years wasted, clinging to the delusions he’d been taught as a child, oblivious to the reality of existence. A warrior was one who had the courage to claim what he wanted from the world, to stand proudly before the gods and invite them to behold his accomplishments.

			As a Reaver, Kenji had fought against the wooden tree-fiends of the Grymnwolde and cut the head from the vampire lord of Urahdesh. He’d eaten the still-beating heart of a chimera and drunk the fermented blood of an orruk warboss before the greenskin’s dying gaze. He’d marched through the Realmgates and set his boots upon lands unguessed and unseen by any of his kind. He’d held in his hands treasures more ancient and wonderful than the most fabulous legends.

			Now he was here! In some nameless, worthless slum that offered nothing but a day of full bellies for the horde. Kenji swung around in his fury and hacked apart a wooden pole that stood in front of a mud-brick house. The awning the pole supported sagged as it was cut in half, spilling slates of brittle stone into the street. They shattered with a loud series of cracks. As they did, a figure sprang up from behind a water trough and charged at Kenji.

			‘Little rat,’ Kenji snarled as he plucked the knife from the youth’s hand. He swatted him with the chain he still carried and the bloodied peasant fell at his feet. Before he could rise, Kenji smashed him down with his boot and pinned him in place.

			‘Are you the best this slum can offer?’ Kenji spat. ‘Is this the greatest challenge you people have to offer me?’ He ground his heel against the boy’s back. He scowled when he failed to draw a cry of pain from his prisoner.

			‘Let him go.’

			Kenji looked up when he heard the command. Gharm was walking towards him down the narrow street. The eyes behind the wolf-mask weren’t looking at him, but instead were regarding the prisoner under his foot.

			Anger flared up inside Kenji. ‘Am I a dog to be ordered around? I’ve fought beside you in a hundred battles! Battles! Not pathetic slaughters like this. There’s nothing here worthy of us! It is an insult to you that Kravoth would…’

			Gharm’s gaze shifted to Kenji. ‘Let him go,’ he repeated, his voice as imperious as before.

			Memories of the past antagonised Kenji’s emotions. ‘This wretch isn’t like me,’ Kenji snapped. ‘He isn’t a warrior. He isn’t destined for glory.’

			Gharm didn’t argue. The gleaming sword in his fist came swinging at Kenji. He raised his own blade to block the blow, but the Champion shifted his angle of attack. The polished edge bit down and hewed through his wrist.

			His injury only further inflamed Kenji. He whipped the chain at Gharm’s helm, the links cracking across the wolf-mask as he tried to strike the eyes. The effort failed to distract the Champion. The shining sword ripped into Kenji’s body, piercing his chest. A bubble of blood spilled up from his mouth and he crashed onto the ground.

			As life ebbed from him, Kenji watched Gharm direct one of the warband’s slavers to take charge of the boy. The Champion turned and started to walk away, the shining sword clenched in his hand, all trace of Kenji’s blood already vanished from its enchanted blade.

			In the sword, Kenji could see his reflection as he died. It was his last sight before the darkness claimed him.
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			Most deserts in the realms are filled with incredible, invisible life. Beneath the sands teem furred, well-adapted creatures, patient forms of plant life, dust mites and hermit wyrms that have harmonised with their environment. The complex, balanced dance of water, light and root networks are all things that belong to natural law.

			Travel rimwards, though, and a desert becomes something else entirely. Towards the edge of a realm, where reason gives way to pure magic, a desert is anathema to life, a scorched testament to the wildest and most brutal aspects of the Mortal Realms. There are deserts in Ulgu where the dunes undulate just so to turn a traveller round and round in circles, and where an oasis always hangs just out of reach on the horizon. There are deserts in Hysh where the sun does not just scorch one’s skin and parch one’s throat, but reveals awful, inescapable truths to those who dare wander in such places.

			Other deserts are more horrific still. The Mortal Realms are a place of countless unremembered calamities – forgotten apocalypses that have seen entire empires sink into the dust. The Kharan Expanse was rumoured to be one such place. It was said that when Khorne first walked the Mortal Realms, he salted the earth behind him, ensuring that only the most violent forms of life could thrive. Those who dwelled in his wake would have nothing to feast upon but flesh and nothing to drink but blood. Here, towering cacti with spines of hollowed bone wait amid dry basins to drain the living of their vital fluids. Vast clouds of sand, each grain imbued with the spiteful non-sentience of a daemon, flit in sweeping flocks, stripping skin from bone with ruthless ease, all for the brief entertainment of a flayed man’s screams. The sun, a burning orb of brass hung in the firmament by the Blood God himself, blindly reaches its searing rays to rake the shade and to scorch any cowards who hide there.

			In this terrible waste, a sorcerer wandered. His name was Kanem Sharu.

			He was thirsty.

			He was thirsty, and his boots were filled with sand.

			From a distance, Kanem cut a slight figure. Even in his greatest years, he had been a far cry from the towering, spiked overlords that Sigmar’s flock dreaded. He was a small, dark-eyed man, clad now in nothing finer than weather-beaten travelling robes, their sigils and embroidery offering tokenistic reverence to the Dark Gods. He had worn armour, once, largely as an affectation. Most of it now lay littered among the dunes, discarded in order to lighten the load on Kanem’s rapidly weakening frame. He had always preferred to lurk than to stand out – he had lived a very, very long time by being underestimated and unseen.

			Here, though, in the Kharan Expanse, it was impossible to be invisible, even with the coarse red sands of the desert now thoroughly worn into his clothes and skin. He wondered how he looked to his pursuer – perhaps she pictured him as an insect, skittering across the sands as if to escape some great predatory bird. To Kanem, she looked like an inkblot, slowly bleeding into the horizon, a little larger every time he dared look behind him. Her name was Gulnar Thrax, and she had made life a great deal more complicated.

			Leading her into the desert had been a desperate gambit. He had assumed that the scouring sands would slow Thrax, even a little, but still she pursued him. She was the only person in the realms who could truly kill Kanem, and she was growing closer every day.

			Before Kanem was immortal, he and his fellows had discovered the Book of Inevitable Fates amid the smouldering remains of an aelven library. Perhaps the book had been a creation of aelven hand. Perhaps it was some daemon’s gift, traded by a Lord of Change in exchange for forbidden knowledge, or a soul, or some magnificent act of transformation. Whatever it was, it had borne the spoor of deep, old magic.

			The miserable old Calligrave who’d owned the book had been using it to knock off his rivals. Every one of its pages was covered in desperate, spiteful deaths for some enemy or another – Velth Brightwing, Contradicted Me, Fall From Your Steed. Taliya Keenblade, Taller Tower, Drown In Your Bath. Kanem and his fellow warriors soon realised just what the artefact was. Every death inscribed in the book was destined to come true. And to think the aelf had been using such a treasure as a mere weapon, never really examining what he had built – an impenetrable suit of ­metaphysical armour.

			Kanem remembered gathering round the tome, the smell of candlewax and fresh blood, the moans of the dying protectors who’d tried to keep this library from Tzeentch’s warriors fading on the wind. Aruk, ever the bravest among them, had gone first. She had written, very carefully:

			ARUK

			OF TZEENTCH

			BEHEADED WITH A FEATHER

			Then she had beckoned to Caleph to strike her. Caleph’s blade had made it almost to her neck, but then he had slipped on some unseen stone, his blade lodging a foot deep into his chest, and he had been dead. The rest of them had laughed with terror and glee, and almost fought each other to write their fates in the book. Each had contrived to be cleverer than the last.

			Yandrel wrote: BETWEEN FOUR DOZEN LOVERS. Tarion filled three pages with riddles and paradoxes. Others decided to be mauled by extinct or mythical beasts. Beautiful, foolish Malidan, thinking Sigmar consigned to Azyr forever, wrote: SKULL SHATTERED BY GHAL MARAZ. Kanem had written his own secret, riddling death in the book, going last so none of the others could see, a cautionary step that had earned him mockery at the time and survival on countless occasions since. They had buried it in a corpse pile, beneath thousands of aelves who had dared to resist Archaon’s rule, where only carrion and maggots would be able to steal its terrible secrets.

			Kanem allowed himself a glance backwards. Thrax was closer now, he was sure of it – he could make out the horns that curled from her helm, even at this distance.

			Kanem turned his mind back to the past. In the early days, he and his little band of immortals had been cautious. They marched alongside the armies of Tzeentch as if they still walked the same twisting Path to Glory as their fellows. They showed caution around danger. They fought as if their fates were not already sealed. In time, though, they had grown bolder. They leapt into the fray like daemons, laughing as enemy blades jammed in their sheaths or slipped to skewer their wielders. They leapt from sheer cliffs, only to be caught by passing furies or beds of soft leaves. Their deaths had already been decided, and fate itself would bend to ensure that each went unto their chosen end. They called themselves the Inevitable Knights, and sold their services for fame and favour across the Mortal Realms.

			In their own way, Kanem and his fellows had become legends, but legends rarely last long among the servants of Chaos.

			Aruk had been the first. In her cups, she had revealed the nature of her curse to a war camp full of revellers less drunk than they were pretending to be. Two weeks later, Aruk was dead, her head tied roughly to the belt of a champion of Khorne, next to a brass dagger cast from a gryphon’s feather. Fate is unavoidable, but, as every follower of Tzeentch knows, it also has a sense of humour. Slaying Inevitable Knights became a sport for countless Khornate warriors. After all, what better skull to offer the Blood God than one that had belonged to an immortal?

			Kanem had seen off a number of would-be assassins in his life. Most lacked the patience to kill an Inevitable Knight, driven by the fervent belief that an axe, swung towards a neck with sufficient force and intent, is capable of cutting through any curse. Kanem slew them swiftly, or they suffered humiliating, bizarre deaths – they slipped on swords or drowned in mud or broke their necks. The really cunning hunters knew how to wait. They shadowed you for weeks. They found your friends and allies and tortured them for details on the curse, they kept journals as thick as any sorcerer’s spell book with exhaustive lists of the things that hadn’t killed you.

			Gulnar Thrax was the most persistent yet. Kanem had made a fatal mistake – he had underestimated her. Thrax had chased him halfway to the realm’s edge; he had run into the desert reasoning that it would kill her before it killed him. So far, he had been wrong.

			Soon, though, Kanem would succumb to thirst, or the heat, or the sun – and then? Well, then someone important would be sure to notice. Still, Kanem took it upon himself to speed matters up a little. He pulled his canteen from his belt, taking one rapturous, agonising moment to swill the mouthful of brackish water that remained inside around in the bottle before uncorking it. Very carefully, very stiffly, Kanem tipped the bottle into the sand. It barely left a stain, most of it hissing away into the searing air before it could even touch the burning dunes. If there had been water left in Kanem’s body to cry, he would have done so.

			The daemon appeared with little ostentation. Here, deep in the domain of Khorne, even Tzeentch’s most powerful children could only manifest as flickering shadows, or tricks of the light. Kanem was most likely hallucinating – the creature had found a gap in his heat-induced delirium and was now speaking to him. It shone like a vast oil spill suspended in the hot air; glittering rainbow plumes suggested something huge, and winged, and predatory.

			‘Kanem,’ said the shape, ‘you’re going the wrong way.’

			Kanem nodded. ‘Quite. It seems the book was wrong – it appears I’ll die of thirst after all.’

			The shape quivered in the air. Kanem felt his skin prickle as it touched him, as if swarms of tiny insects were crawling up his arm.

			‘Kanem,’ said the shape again, ‘you will not die of thirst.’ It was as much a command as a prediction. Its alien, incomprehensible emotions radiated out from its being – Kanem sensed displeasure but, at the same time, an openness to opportunity. Even in their most furious of rages, the daemons of Tzeentch could not resist a good plot. Kanem made his play.

			‘Perhaps, oh great Weaver of the Fates, Tzeentch has brought us both here for a reason?’

			The oil-slick creature shimmered with acknowledgement. Kanem continued.

			‘Perhaps we have been brought to this vast waste’ – Kanem cast around the desert for dramatic effect, ignoring that Thrax was now close enough to make out the horns upon her helmet – ‘in order to slay a great enemy of the Architect of Infinities?’

			The air pulsed, and Kanem tasted strawberries. He realised a moment later that the daemon was nodding. ‘You offer your services in this task?’

			Kanem made a deep bow, every bit the humble servant of fate. ‘I will, of course, require a few small tools in order to accomplish my goal.’

			‘What do you require?’

			‘Nothing much. An army, perhaps.’

			‘If you are fated to perform this task, then why would you need an army?’

			‘I’m sure, if this is fated, there is one already waiting for me!’

			At this, the daemon’s body twisted and flowed into something Kanem could only see as a mirthless smile.

			‘There is.’

			Kanem made to ask another question, only to find that he had been obliterated. He would have screamed, but he had no lips to do so.

			Magical translocation was far from an exact science. Kanem had tried and loathed all forms of teleportation, from squeezing his vital essence through keyhole-small artificial realmgates to having his soul torn free and placed into a replacement body – after, of course, a short and horrifying trip through Shyish. This enchantment was particularly brutal – it was as if every particle of his body had been turned into a grain of sand and swept up by some great desert wind.

			Kanem’s senses came back to him in fits and starts as particles that had once been nerves gingerly reconnected to the other ­particles rapidly coalescing into his brain. The first sense was heat, the second sense was dry, and the third was an unmistakable sense of doom. Even before his vision came back, Kanem knew he was still in the depths of the Expanse – he knew its cruel heat as well as anyone he’d ever loved. This time, though, he was no longer alone. With some dread, he wondered if the Lord of Change had tricked him and simply teleported him directly to Thrax as some final, cruel joke on behalf of the Changer of Ways. He heard clacking, braying laughter and concerned chatter before everything went silent. There was the lute-string tension of magic on the air, and then, a voice.

			‘The summoning is complete. Step forth, instrument of the Changer.’

			At last, Kanem remembered how to open his eyes, and returned to his senses in full. Before him was a bizarre gathering of warriors, mages and simpering mutated creatures that mewled at their feet. There were hulking knights in armour bedecked with glittering jewels and fleshy, bar-pupiled eyes; sages haloed by rings of sentient fire; muscular, clacking Tzaangors repeating useless truths to each other and falling into braying fits of laughter. They had made an encampment amid the scourging heat of the deserts, covering the sands with silken rugs and raising up towering tents twisted into the sky, held aloft by guide ropes driven into sacrifices staked to the ground.

			At the centre of the gathering was a figure in spectacular white robes, woven with twisting, dancing patterns that mimicked Tzeentch’s own labyrinth. The robed figure wore an impassive mask of silver, utterly featureless and burnished to a high shine. In it, Kanem could see his own grim state. The daemon had taken him apart, shattered him into the tiniest of pieces for the transport spell, and somehow put him together again as filthy and desert-worn as before, not a drop of sweat or grain of sand out of place. As Kanem stared into the reflection, it moved, and spoke.

			‘Is it him?’

			Something robed and wriggling roughly took Kanem’s staff from his hands. The stave was the last relic of Kanem’s glory days, save for a cheap wooden wand of healing he had stolen from a soldier without knowing why decades ago. Each of the Inevitable Knights had carried a staff just like it, all wrought from daemon bone, aetherquartz and quicksilver, and marked with the sigil of their order – a great many-eyed tree with a sword thrust through its heart. It made Kanem – or any who carried it – into an obvious target, but he could not bear to throw it away. In the old days, Kanem would have turned any who dared lay hands on his stave to ash; weakened by his long trek, he could only mutter in protest.

			The robed creature made a wet, assenting sound. The figure in the silvered mask nodded and turned to Kanem.

			‘Kanem Sharu. Kneel.’

			Kanem nodded curtly, smiled and did not kneel. ‘Sore knees. Long walk. You know how it is.’

			The reflection smiled back, eyes full of cold fury. ‘I see you are spirited. This is good. You have a long day ahead of you.’

			A tentacled, shapeless figure holding a parasol tittered. The mage in the mirrored mask raised a hand, the reflection scowled, and it stopped.

			‘I am Tzymon Gul Techtvar, the Sunderer of Certainties. You stand in the presence of my sworn. Fate has chosen me as the newest and foremost champion of Tzeentch. All threads of the great tapestry coalesce in me. I have summoned you’ – Kanem noticed a dark shimmering behind Tzymon; he swore that it winked before disappearing once more – ‘as my weapon. You are to be a sword of Change. I am to test your sharpness. Turn.’

			Behind Kanem was a wall of black iron and brass, spiked at its top. It took his eyes a moment or two to adjust to the cyclopean vastness of the edifice, first realising that the tiny figures perched on the brazen crenellations were not birds but humans. Tattered banners of stitched skin waved from needles of bone that rose from the walls. Upon them was a rune Kanem had hoped never to see in person – the mark of the Carrion State of Khulna Khesh.

			Kanem had long assumed Khulna Khesh to be a myth, a lurid morality fable that stood in for the countless cities that had fallen when the Dark Gods came to the realms. It was said to hunt like a predator in the forgotten places, rising from oceans of sand to consume the carrion of the Age of Chaos, from lost travellers to empires shattered by waves of invaders.

			The outskirts of the city were a battleground. Corpses sprawled half-buried in the sands, skulls untaken, flash-mummified by the heat. Spears and axes lay piled beneath in vast heaps of armour and broken war machines, melted by mage-fire into bizarre, twisting edifices. The ozone tang of sorcery filled the air, the veil between reality quivering and shuddering as it was twisted, penetrated and remoulded. Ululating spawn picked their way between burning craters and rivers of blood to feast on the fallen.

			Tzymon Gul Techtvar, Sunderer of Certainties, raised a hand imperiously and addressed his followers.

			‘We have besieged this city for eight weeks. This stasis bores Tzeentch – he is hungry for change. He has selected this relic for me so I may enact his will.’

			Kanem considered his situation carefully. He had served many petty lords and tyrants just like Tzymon. Whatever their powers, and whatever their goals, all suffered from one fatal flaw – arrogance.

			‘I suspect you want me to lead one of your battalions? I’m sure a few hundred or so warriors, in the right place, could finally break this impasse.’

			The reflection in Tzymon’s faceplate grinned.

			‘I had considered it. Perhaps you could fight in the vanguard? Relics such as yourself are inspiring to the common soldiery. They adore their myths.’ Contempt hung about each word. Tzymon’s courtiers tittered.

			Kanem fell silent. The spell had not taken him far, and Thrax had an uncanny ability to follow his trail – it was said that the best Inevitable Hunters could follow magic by the smell. She would arrive here eventually. If Kanem was caught in some brutal melee when that happened, he would be helpless to stop her. Even if he weaselled his way into staying in Tzymon’s encampment, he would be caught in the siege. Thrax would wait until Tzymon tired of his new toy, and then, when Kanem was cut loose, she would strike. No – Kanem needed to be somewhere else. Somewhere not even Thrax could pursue him.

			‘Drop me into the heart of the city, alone, and I will take it.’

			Tzymon’s clattering, clacking court was silent for a moment. The silver-masked mage paused, then spoke again.

			‘How daring! Yes. I see it! Your blessing will protect you. The closer you are to danger, the more miracles it will work and the more glorious change will be wrought upon the city!’

			Kanem had little intention of wreaking glorious change on the city. Once inside, he could finally rest. He would wait in the shadows, while Thrax and Tzymon both fumed outside the walls, and then, once he had gathered the strength, he would weave a spell of translocation strong enough to take him out of this desert for good – teleportation, hateful as it was, was preferable to death or enslavement. There was just one more thing he needed. He held out an open hand. ‘Return my staff and I shall begin my work.’

			Tzymon beckoned for the staff, held it out, then drew it back when Kanem reached for it.

			‘Let us see how you do without. Perhaps I shall return this trinket to you when the city has fallen.’

			Kanem frowned. ‘That’s hardly very friendly, is it?’

			Tzymon leaned forward. The reflection’s expression was dark.

			‘If you wanted to be my friend, Kanem, you would have knelt. Good luck.’

			Before Kanem could react, Tzymon gave a strange, clacking cry, then stepped neatly aside to make way for a towering Tzaangor. The creature was almost twice Kanem’s height, a mass of muscle, lurid feathers and strange, arcane fetishes bearing runes known only to beast-folk. The thing shot forward and swept Kanem up in a single, fluid motion, before sharply leaping into the air. Kanem’s stomach lurched, then lurched again as the Disc of Tzeentch swung up beneath the Tzaangor. They were soaring into the sky, away from Tzymon’s war camp. The figures on the ground suddenly appeared curious and tiny, like pieces on a tactician’s map. The Tzaangor shifted its grip around Kanem, allowing him a dizzying view of the world below. It screeched horribly in his ear in something that was almost, but not quite, human speech.

			‘Lord says we go to middle.’

			By the time Kanem oriented himself properly, he was already a league or so in the air. From this vantage, he could see Khulna Khesh in all its dark splendour, every bit as horrific as the stories had claimed. Most warlords of Chaos built their cities tall, raising up spiked fortresses that cast vast, jagged shadows over their dominions. Khulna Khesh had been dug deep into the sand, a yawning maw to swallow the unwary. The pit was lined with descending tiers, each home to dangers, delights and horrors. Some were dedicated to faith and feasting. Here, temple-abattoirs rewarded those who brought blood and glory to the city with expertly butchered flesh and blessings of the King-in-Brass. Some were webbed with networks of streets, bazaars and fighting pits, home to a hundred criminal gangs, each with their own opaque, murderous creed.

			In the very centre towered a vast spire, from which the city’s Hierofex could gaze lovingly upon his people as they brawled and struggled and slew each other. Kanem tried to keep his gaze upon it as the Tzaangor dragged him hither and yon through the air on a mad, zigzagging course. This was sickening enough, but then there was the smell of the place. Even here, high above the city, it was almost unbearable. It stank like a wound in winter, the steam of a hundred thousand bleeding, toiling, squalling bodies rising from close-packed streets like a volcanic plume. Kanem held his gorge for a moment, only to lose it when the Tzaangor jinked violently and then roughly hauled him up. Kanem realised, with the distant, horrified clarity available only to those in incredible, imminent danger, that it was using him like a shield.

			Something hissed past Kanem’s ear. The Tzaangor’s grip tightened around Kanem and then slackened, sending him tumbling into the void below, alongside the Tzaangor’s head. A sickle-headed bolt from some great siege weapon below had neatly cut it from the Tzaangor’s shoulders. Fate was generous to Kanem – it was rarely merciful to those caught in his wake.

			Falling had always frightened Kanem more than the other ­Inevitable Knights, more than fire, or blades, or sorcery. Lethality in a duel was binary. Lethality after a fall was a matter of horrible degrees. There were a hundred awful, bone-shattering ways to survive a fall from this height. Kanem was not destined to die from falling, but perhaps he was destined to be peeled from the stone streets of Khulna Khesh, broken, half-dead, incapable of doing anything to Thrax other than perhaps, if he was lucky, drooling on her.

			There was only one thing for it. Kanem directed himself through the sky, turning and twisting against the thick, gore-rank air to position himself head down. If he hit the ground like this, he would die instantly.

			Kanem had been functionally immortal for a long, long time. While his mind was cognisant of this, his body had never quite understood the exact nature of fate. As the hard stone rushed to meet him, Kanem reflexively shut his eyes and felt… nothing. For a brief moment, he wondered if he had broken his spine, if his body was, in fact, utterly annihilated, its screaming nerve endings cut off from his brain. Then, after a moment, Kanem realised that he was not on the ground at all – something thick and heavy was wrapped around his ankle. He opened his eyes. He was being held aloft by a brutish creature he mistook at first for an ogor. As he squinted in the light, he realised it was a man, scarred and lean, all muscle and cruel, hungry eyes.

			It dropped Kanem to the dirty floor. He was in a yard, somewhere on one of the city’s lower tiers. This creature was perhaps a butcher, or a priest of some kind – the yard was hung with drying human carcasses, their flesh spread on long hooks to cure in the sun. Kanem noticed that many of the hooks were empty – the siege had doubtless been hard on the city’s stores. The creature gave a guttural laugh. ‘I pray for meat, and meat comes from the skies. Khorne is good!’ It drew a blade and lunged at Kanem.

			The butcher wielded a short, sharp cleaver. This was good – lethal, simple weapons were almost totally ineffective against the Inevitable Knights. Those who knew of Kanem’s curse and hunted him, like Thrax, understood that such weapons were a danger around an Inevitable Knight, and fought with hooks, bludgeons and nets – weapons that disabled rather than killed.

			Kanem eyed the butcher’s stance. The man was kill-hungry – working with meat and being so far from the city walls, where glorious battle raged, would be driving him nearly feral. Even so, armed with his stave, Kanem could have simply turned the butcher into a spawn with a thought and a cruel gesture. Without it, he would have to be cunning.

			Kanem had never been a good sword-fighter. However, he was excellent at pretending to be a terrible sword-fighter, tempting enemies into making bold killing strikes early. These offered a window through which Kanem could thrust a blade, spell or fist. First, Kanem feinted left, poorly, signalling the strike with well-practised amateurishness. A child would have seen it coming. Kanem saw the glint of hunger in the butcher’s eyes as he swung, bringing the cleaver down for a killing strike. Kanem did not flinch. It was crucial that the blade had a direct path to his neck; if he blocked, he risked losing a limb, or being merely maimed. Instead, Kanem planted his feet and thrust his hand directly into the butcher’s fleshy midsection, casting a minor incantation of lightning as he did so. The shock was not nearly enough to kill, but it was enough to cause the butcher to spasm, stopping his arm short and sending him twitching to the floor. Kanem turned and ran. The butcher would chase him, or tell the garrison the city was breached, or vent his fury on another. Whatever the case, he would cause mayhem – and mayhem was just what Kanem wanted to cause.

			Any hope he had of finding somewhere safe to hunker down dissipated instantly. Every street heaved with a buzz of violence, bloodshed and sacrifice. There was no shelter in this city, no place to hide and recuperate. Perhaps, with his staff, fed, rested and prepared for battle, he could have hoped to survive, to lie low, to flee. But he did not have his staff. Kanem had no choice but to do Tzymon’s bidding. He would kill Khulna Khesh before it killed him.

			Where Kanem’s comrades had sworn by scrolls of forbidden magics or grimoires of summoning, Kanem had always loved dry tomes that dealt with grain quotas, the effects of microscopic changes in temperature on a region, the continental drift of economics. In his glory days, Kanem had brought down cities not through grand incantations or skill at arms but through careful planning, dispatching dozens of agents on tiny missions of sabotage and revelling as each miniscule act came to fruition. Kanem knew that humans, in sufficient numbers, were capable of wreaking such apocalyptic ruin as to rival the gods. That was the power of Change – each individual in the whorl wrought changes of their own on two, three, a dozen others, and they brought their own changes, until cities burned in a fractal storm of tiny rebellions. This time, however, Kanem had no agents, and so he set about his grand work himself.

			As Kanem made his way to the central spire of the city, he wove a hundred tiny incantations. He freed a cluster of slaves by unlocking their shackles. He took the face of a wealthy merchant and harangued a guard to catch an imagined thief. He filched a jewelled sword from the belt of a hulking warrior and placed it into the hands of a beggar. He sped up time just so around a heap of human flesh at a butcher’s stall, so as to make it spoil. He started brawls and watched men die as they tried to kill him, before slinking away once the violence had reached critical mass. He whispered that the Stormcast had come to liberate the city, that Khorne had forsaken it, that the siege was over, and a thousand other tiny, rippling lies that spread as surely and as lethally as warpflame through the populace.

			Kanem could feel the tension of the city rising around him as he carefully, cautiously applied more and more pressure. Even now, he could hear riots on the upper tiers, where tempers were already dangerously frayed by the constant bombardment from Tzymon’s siege-magi.

			By the time Kanem reached the grand stair permitting entrance to the lowest tier of Khulna Khesh, it was unguarded – slowly and inexorably, the military might of the city was being pulled into the churning riots on its upper layers. He descended into the gloom of the final tier alone and untroubled.

			Khulna Khesh’s lowest tier was a far cry from the dry, crowded streets that filled the layers above. Complex networks of sanguiducts ran throughout the streets, channelling blood downwards, gathering it in a vast pool at the city’s base as a ceremonial offering to the Hierofex and to Khorne. Mangroves with tangled roots and crimson leaves thrived in the scabbing mire, reaching long-fanged liana to pluck mosquitos and armoured flies from the air. Private shrines and follies gave the lords and nobles quiet spots to perform their rites and conduct honour duels, or to commune with the daemons of the Blood God. If Kanem squinted, ignoring the metallic tang on the air, the endless buzzing of insects and the distant yet unmistakable sounds of citizens being violently pacified on the tiers above, it almost resembled a pleasure garden. Almost.

			A temple rose from the garden’s centre, a squat, square butcher’s block from which reached a lance of bone and iron. Rumours varied on the great weapon’s provenance – some claimed it was Khorne’s spear, while others suggested it was a trophy, taken by the city’s armies from some unfathomably huge creature in the distant days of the Age of Myth. This close, Kanem could see that its shaft was pockmarked with carved staircases and alcoves; at its towering top, he could faintly make out an alcove with a bell at its heart.

			Kanem would have expected the spire to be guarded. Curiously, though, the gardens were empty. Perhaps the Hierofex had sent his personal retinue to help keep order on the upper tiers. Perhaps he preferred to face his prey alone.

			The door of the central spire was already open. No guards stood at its entrance. Here, this deep into the crater, things were uncannily peaceful. This was more chilling to Kanem than any of the bellowing, screaming atrocities he had witnessed – and instigated – above. Khulna Khesh was a predator; it was not at peace, but waiting.

			The chamber ahead was dark. Amid the gloom, the smell of blood and the shadowed heaps of what may have been bodies, was a figure cast in brass, easily twice the height of the largest warrior Kanem had seen in the city. A fool might have mistaken it for the idol of some follower of Slaanesh. But it was too lean, too refined, too dangerous. Each perfect cord of sculpted muscle spoke of a lifetime of killing, of functional, explosive strength. Blocky runes had been carved into the surface. Kanem knew precious little of ancient Khornate languages, but even he recognised some of the signs – they denoted an object of vast power. He moved to trace the runes, to see if he could determine any further meaning from them. Perhaps this idol gave power to the Hierofex, and Kanem could disrupt it before the city’s leader showed himself. Gingerly, he made to push the statue from its pedestal – and, almost too fast to see, the figure moved. It took Kanem’s hand swiftly and firmly, crushing the joints as if they were a bundle of twigs.

			The figure spoke.

			‘Know, instrument of the Changer, that I could have killed you then.’

			Its brass skin flexed as easily as conventional flesh. As its mouth opened, Kanem could see that the figure was cast in metal within and without, and that its teeth were still wet with blood.

			Kanem had heard stories of the Hierofex in the legends of the city. He had assumed it to be the talk of defeated soldiers trying to impress each other and salve their wounded pride – when you are discussing your failures with a chronicler, it is preferable to think of your opponent as a towering colossus of brass with eyes of fire and a voice like thunder rather than a mere mortal. The stories, if anything, had played down the Hierofex’s majesty. It was not in his stature, or in his obvious strength. It was not in the city that surrounded him or the countless warriors dedicated to his cause.

			The Hierofex felt chosen. He felt more real than anything Kanem had seen; he possessed the same ineffable quality, in fact, that Kanem had seen in Tzymon.

			Kanem made to speak. The Hierofex tilted his head and placed a gleaming finger to Kanem’s lips. It tasted like brass, and blood.

			‘Know that your lies will not sway me. I am appointed this day to break you, Inevitable One, by the will of my god, and nothing you can say will change that. Khorne himself has anointed me with his word – any who cast a spell upon me will die.’ The runes upon the Hierofex’s chest glowed, glinting in the dark like a predator’s eyes. Kanem could feel it in the air – to direct a spell at the Hiero­fex would be utterly suicidal, given such protection.

			Kanem considered lying anyway. It would buy him a few precious seconds, a moment or two to look around the room, to revel in being alive and having unbroken bones and eyes unswollen with blood. Kanem took a breath and decided to tell the truth.

			‘I’ve come to kill you, Hierofex.’

			It sounded as absurd as any fiction Kanem could have invented. The very idea that he could lay a finger upon this being, glowing with power, a hair’s breadth away from daemonhood, was absurd.

			‘I know. That’s why I summoned you.’ The Hierofex raised a vast, shining arm, pointing to the huge engraving of the Blood God behind him.

			‘My city cries for blood. Our enemies refuse us the glory of battle and instead choose to cower and besiege us. Our wells run dry. For eight days and eight nights, I have begged the Blood God to help us, giving him the skulls of my finest and most loyal subjects’.

			The Hierofex cast around the room. His face was wet with tears. In the gloom of the chamber, Kanem could see heaps of the dead, bodies mangled by battle, heads piled in cairns and carved with strange runes. This was where the guard of the centre tier had gone, their blood spent in ritual sacrifice to Khorne.

			‘I implored him to bring me a worthy foe, and he has provided! For are you not an Inevitable One? Do you not spit in the Blood God’s face with immortality? If I am still to rule – if this siege is to break – then I must break you, and then I will find your death, and I will offer your skull to the King-in-Brass. I will dip my hands in your immortal blood, and I shall ring the bell above us eight times.’

			Kanem had heard similar speeches before. However, there was something different about the Hierofex’s tone – this was not the posturing of a frightened, battle-hungry reaver but a proclamation of fact. It was not a threat but a promise. The Hierofex continued.

			‘On the eighth toll, my warriors will turn and slay each other, and the Blood God’s children will walk the streets of this city, and I shall greet them as their brother and as their prince. If I am not to rule, then you will kill me, my head shall be placed on the Skull Throne and you will open the gates so that my people will taste war once more.’

			The Hierofex was weeping openly now, face caught in an expression of agony and rapture. Kanem swallowed. It seemed that in escaping Thrax, he had presented himself to a foe many times more dangerous.

			‘Fear not, Inevitable One. I will bring you into the Blood God’s flock. To die today would be glorious – I will sacrifice my death and allow you redemption.’

			Kanem nodded. The Hierofex had a persuasive, infectious madness, enough to tempt even Kanem with the idea of being a ritual sacrifice. He wondered if the corpses half-hidden in the gloom around him had been given a similar speech, if they had struggled or if they had gone willingly. Still, if the Hierofex knew who he was, if he knew of the Inevitable Knights, there was a chance he could avoid bloodshed or, at the very least, unnerve his foe. He spoke.

			‘You know, every creature that’s ever tried to kill me has died.’

			The Hierofex smiled widely and warmly.

			‘I know. That’s what makes your skull so precious to Khorne. Die well.’

			The Hierofex crossed the floor in two great, leaping bounds – Kanem had just enough time to draw his weapon and attempt his usual gambit. He signalled a clumsy thrust in an effort to draw the Hierofex into a vulnerable position – if, indeed, such a position existed. The Hierofex spotted the ploy immediately and wove around, batting Kanem’s blade aside with a bare palm before catching his other hand and crushing it with sickening ease.

			Kanem gasped, caught his breath and attempted another blow, and another – the Hierofex deflected each with contempt. There was still a chance, though – if the Hierofex could be tempted into a fatal strike, then fate would intervene. Kanem made a deliberately desperate swing, willing his muscles to leave his neck and chest open for a devastating blow. The Hierofex took Kanem’s outstretched sword-arm, made to strike his heart, and then stopped. The brazen figure smiled and kicked Kanem’s shin. The motion was short and sharp. At first, Kanem wondered why it didn’t hurt, until he realised that this was not the warning pain of a cut or a scrape but the stomach-churning agony of a broken bone, the animal dread of knowing that running was no longer an option. Briefly, he stumbled for his footing, shifting just a little of his weight. The shock this time was instant. He retched, but there was nothing in his belly except for sand and fear. This was not how he was fated to die. That was the awful, horrible truth of it. This brute would break every single bone in Kanem’s body. He would rupture every blood vessel, stretch every fibre of muscle until it snapped, and Kanem would live, cursing his own cleverness in a hidden gibbet beneath this city of horrors until perhaps, one day, Thrax found him and ended him for good.

			Kanem scrambled on the floor. His left leg was broken, and the fingers on his right hand were useless. A numb, awful sensation danced along his spine. The room seemed to fold and change, and for a moment, he thought that again he was being translocated, that the Lord of Change had once more come to his aid. But no magical intervention appeared. All that was left was his broken body, and pain.

			There was still hope – a slim, desperate, idiot’s hope. With his good hand, he reached into his belt, pulling out a slim, poorly made wand of polished wood and pewter masquerading as silver. He thrust it forward, as if it bore a killing charm. The Hierofex plucked it from Kanem’s hand as though it were a dangerous toy in the hands of a child. The brazen figure shook his head and smiled sadly, before snapping the wand as easily as he would a wishbone.

			Kanem’s heart still hammered in his chest – not with fear, but with elation. The Hierofex, preternaturally sensitive, noticed and raised a perfect, sculpted eyebrow.

			‘Have you welcomed your fate at last? Will we go unto blissful carnage together?’

			Kanem shook his head and smiled back.

			‘I’ve carried that trinket since before I served the Changer. I always wondered why I picked it up. I took it from a soldier – they used them to heal the warriors on the front line. It did the man no good. Warpflame burns never heal.’

			A troubled expression marred the Hierofex’s features for a moment. Kanem knew that expression well. The click of a trap springing shut is a tiny sound, but one that every creature, on some deep, unthinking level, recognises.

			‘Do you know how the spell is cast? It’s very clever. A wounded soldier might not have a tongue to chant the right words or the s­­kills to perform the right gesture. No, the spell is cast’ – the Hiero­fex dropped the halves of the wand as if they burned to the touch – ‘when the wand is snapped.’

			The spell on the wand was a tiny, feeble thing, but it was enough. Motes of arcane energy drifted from each shattered half, eager little fireflies of magic ready to mend. Kanem rather suspected they would have their work cut out for them – already, the Hiero­fex’s runic wards were glowing, filling the air with the smell of boiling blood. At first, the Hierofex raged, and clawed at the wards. It had no effect. By the time the Hierofex made to beg his god for forgiveness for the sin of sorcery, his mouth had fused shut, his brass skin warping and twisting with Khorne’s divine displeasure. All he could manage was a muffled scream as his flesh began to bubble, his wards of protection working to smite the wizard who had dared cast a spell upon their bearer. 

			The Hierofex made for Kanem, but his legs gave way beneath him, twisting around with a horrific crack, and then twisting further, opening at their tips like budding flowers and bursting forth into a mass of quivering tentacles. Teeth sprouted from the Hierofex’s chest in great and unruly rows, fighting for space with freshly sprouting clusters of feathers, eyes and fingers. Kanem had seen many champions fall to spawndom, usually in the middle of some grand speech or another. It was hard not to revel in such a transmutation. The Hierofex split, re-formed and split again. Cries of defiance gave way to cries of pain, and then just idiot, wordless sounds from new, rough-hewn throats. That colossus of brass that had greeted Kanem was now a soft heap of boneless, harmless flesh. The Hierofex had stumbled from the Path to Glory for good.

			Kanem rose unsteadily to his feet, trying to ignore the grinding of broken bone in his ruined leg. He made his way to the chain in the centre of the room in an awkward, agonising crawl, and pulled. Some great and hidden network of pulleys made the task a simple one – the vast bell moved, and its peal rang through the tower. With each strike, the bell became louder and the chain became hotter. On the third peal, the cairns of skulls began to tumble to the ground. On the fifth, the air began to feel tense, and Kanem saw oily, leering faces pushing against the veil, desperate to break free, chittering in confused daemon speech at the lack of sacrifice.

			The eighth peal almost took Kanem off his feet; as the veil began to split, he felt the scorching winds of Khorne’s realm surge through the air. The daemons were desperate now; Kanem could hear the murder in the city above and knew that these creatures were desperate to join in. Kanem held on to the chain with all his remaining strength, willing his shattered fingers to cling to the metal. He was long past pain, but the smell of his own cooking flesh was intolerable. Nevertheless, the ritual was started – now he had to spoil it.

			Kanem pulled down once more, ringing the bell for a ninth and final time. Nine – the number of the Lord of Change, an inauspicious and profane number for Khorne’s creatures. The effect was immediate. The bell gave a strange, tortured sound, before cracking, its halves falling the full length of the spear tower before hammering into the temple floor, missing Kanem by a hand’s span. Reality, stretched to its very breaking point, snapped back brutally, dispelling the half-manifested daemons and knocking Kanem once more to the ground.

			This time, Kanem chose not to get up. He simply lay on the cold floor of the spire, listening to the ringing in his ears and observing, as if from a great distance, the aches and pains of his body. The ground was filthy, stained with the viscera of the Hierofex’s soldiers, but to Kanem, it may as well have been a feather bed.

			Somewhere out of sight, the thing that had once been the Hiero­fex cooed moronically. Eventually, it came questing towards Kanem, mouthing his boot with a long, boneless proboscis. Kanem pondered letting the creature eat his leg, and eventually, after no small debate, rose. The creature mewled sadly as he did so. It was hard to make out any part of it that had once been part of the Hierofex, save one desperate, glaring eye somewhere around its midsection and the hand that had held the wand and which had melted into the magical instrument. Even here, even on such a creature, Kanem recognised the expression – it was begging for death. Kanem cast around the room and pulled a heavy brass blade from a corpse. The creature gave a trill. Kanem raised the blade above it, paused, and then lowered it slowly. The gods had made their judgement. Who was he to interfere?

			Kanem made his way up through Khulna Khesh with little trouble. A minor spell of flesh-changing allowed him to place a little weight on his shattered leg, meaning the ascent up the city’s many tiers was merely agonising, as opposed to unbearable. Up and up he went through silent, hollowed-out streets, driven forward by stubbornness and the distant, impossible promise that Tzymon would perhaps present him with a glass of water for his efforts.

			As he climbed through the city, Kanem pieced together what had occurred. The bells had begun the ordered mass sacrifice envisioned by the Hierofex, but at the ninth toll, the entire ritual had fallen into utter anarchy. Now, whirling bands of freed slaves, rebellious guardsmen and the few faithful still attempting to complete their masters’ bidding clashed endlessly in futile, messy skirmishes. Judging by the corpses of Tzaangors and silver-armoured warriors, Tzymon’s armies had not managed the decisive hammer blow their lord had planned. For such a vast and well-armed force to fail in its task was strange, and a nameless dread filled Kanem as he approached the outer wall of the city. The Gate of Surrender had been thrown open. Kanem realised it had been broken from within. As he passed through, he could see that the gate was hollow, the timbers and spars that held it together long rotted into splinters.

			Outside the gates, he realised that Tzymon’s glorious assault had collapsed. It had not been through a failure of strength – the army had numbered thousands, all well-drilled battle-sorcerers and the armoured veterans of countless wars. It had not been through divine intervention – Kanem had prevented the daemons from breaching the veil. No, Kanem pieced it together from the screams of the dying and what he had seen in the city. Tzymon’s army had been robbed of its brain; his force was in utter disarray. Even now, fresh troops mantled the black walls of Khulna Khesh, utterly unaware of the citywide abattoir that lay beyond. Others seemed to have collapsed to infighting – in the distance, Kanem heard rivals trading spells and insults alike amid the remains of their fellow soldiers. Tzymon was a strategist; merely mustering such a force of Chaos warriors was a miracle that required a peerless force of will. Something had removed him from the equation. Someone, somewhere, had beheaded this army, leaving the body to thrash against the walls.

			Kanem could see it in his mind’s eye. Tzymon, utterly confident in his victory, sending his entire army forward, the rearguard and second line committed to the glory of their master. How, at this point, could the Sunderer of Certainties possibly lose? Why would Tzymon, or any of his sycophants, think to turn to the desert when such glorious change was being wrought on the city in front of them? She would have caught them utterly unawares. Fire rose from Tzymon’s camp, spoiling the air with the sickly smells of burning incense and scorched flesh. If he wanted his staff, he would have to be quick, and quiet.

			Kanem darted between runic war machines, earthworks of arcane glass and burning tents as he drew closer to the centre of Tzymon’s command post. He made his way forward in a limping crouch, moving closer and closer. He barely noticed that he was being followed.

			A huge hand closed around Kanem’s mouth before firmly, yet gently, turning him around by the head.

			Gulnar Thrax was a mountain of muscle, scars and brass. She was every bit the opposite of the preening, perfect Hierofex – at a glance, she could have been mistaken for a bullgor. Her voice was low and curt and sounded like violence.

			‘You’ve come from the city. Brave. The Blood God must like you.’

			Kanem nodded and tried to remember how to breathe. Coated in the dust, dirt and blood of Khulna Khesh, he must have looked like one of its inhabitants.

			Thrax continued, ‘Caught most of them on the back foot. Got the sending-mages before they could call reinforcements back to the camp. Anyone else coming from Khulna Khesh?’

			Kanem shook his head. Did she know? Did she know his face? His voice? Was this a trick?

			‘Pity. They’re going to miss me catching Kanem Sharu.’

			Thrax waited for a second, or a century. Kanem could not tell the difference. She spoke again.

			‘Any idea where he is?’

			Kanem swallowed, and thought. It was very, very hard not to scream ‘Here!’ at the colossal warrior – he worried that if he opened his mouth, the words would fly out of their own accord. Still, to not speak would be equally incriminating. Slowly and carefully, Kanem lied, and prayed to Tzeentch that Thrax would mistake the shaking in his hands and voice for excitement.

			‘I know of the mage you seek. Fearing you, he made a bargain with a daemon and took the place of a sorcerer called Tzymon Gul Techtvar. He hides his face behind a mirrored mask, but you will know the coward by his staff.’

			Thrax nodded slowly. ‘Arrogant fool. You’d think he’d have dropped it by now.’

			Kanem, grudgingly, acknowledged she had a point. ‘You’d think, wouldn’t you?’

			Thrax flared her cavernous nostrils, taking in the air. ‘Found the scent. Couldn’t smell it over all this coward’s craft and trickery. Want to see me get him?’

			Kanem shook his head. Thrax sniffed again and gave Kanem a curious look.

			‘Suit yourself. Wait here, and I’ll give you a warrior’s death when I’m done.’

			He waited until Thrax was just out of sight before he broke into a hobbling, crablike run. The staff had been his companion for lifetimes of battle. Losing it was as sharp and as mortal a wound as any that could be inflicted on his body, and yet, he did so joyfully. He did not start laughing until the camp was a speck on the horizon and Tzymon’s pleas for mercy had faded into nothingness; he did not stop laughing until Khulna Khesh was a distant smear of smoke and screams no bigger than a fingernail. A vast, dark shape, something that suggested a bird, shimmered in the air above and made a curious, guttural sound. Perhaps it was laughing too.
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			For two days he had tracked the meat across the poisonous plains. He had kept a wise distance, but he suspected it knew he followed. On more than one occasion, he had seen the barbed snout rise and inhale deeply of the dusty, acrid air. It was no great hardship to keep downwind of it and although the distance was lessening, he was confident the tempestuous gales and frequent storms would cover his approach.

			The meat moved with purpose and he followed it. ‘It will be glorious. This will be the greatest kill the tribe has ever seen!’ he had boasted when he’d left. Losing the prey now and returning empty-handed would end in him becoming the next meal. Hunting down this creature, bringing back its flesh for his tribe, would be the mark of his ascension. Its bones would be his weapons and its pelt his armour.

			Onwards went the meat, and the hunter went with it.

			Your enemies will kill you given the chance, my daughter. So run. They cannot kill what they cannot catch.

			So she ran, just as her mother had instructed. She was a wonder when she did so, swift and tireless, and her skill had earned Anari Fleet-foot the name by which her tribe, the Untamed Beasts, had come to know her. As she ran now across the shattered wasteland, the hot wind in her face, Fleet-foot was truly in her element. Her brothers were some distance behind her; they could not keep up with the pace she had set. That was precisely why she was running so fast. It would do no harm for her companions to remember that she had offered to lead the way on this expedition. 

			After a time, she slowed her pace enough that they caught up. Open Skies was pink in the face and struggling to catch his breath, but Dhyer was looking as though the run hadn’t fazed him at all. She was pleased. There was hope for him yet.

			‘We’re losing the light,’ observed Open Skies when he’d recovered. ‘Still no sign.’

			‘We just haven’t found him yet.’ Fleet-foot stretched her calf up behind her, pulling the hamstring tight and releasing. ‘Give up, big brother?’ He was the older warrior with more trophies to his name. He visibly prickled at her comment.

			‘No!’ Open Skies could not hide the irritation he clearly felt at his sister’s words and he glowered at her. The better part of a head taller than she was, he knew that she was smarter and above all else faster than he was. ‘But darkness comes. Better not to be out in the open.’

			That was reasonable enough. When darkness fell, the heat would drain out of the plains faster than blood from a wound. If they weren’t holed up against it, there was a very real chance they would freeze. In the wastes, even the cold was a predator.

			Fleet-foot shrugged one shoulder to indicate she was indifferent to her brother’s suggestion. Wouldn’t do him any good to think he’d won her approval. 

			‘Too afraid of the dark, Open Skies? Then stay here and cower like prey.’ She sneered at him. ‘Dhyer and I will track his brother or find shelter.’

			‘Do not bring me into your blood-bond rivalry,’ said the youngest warrior with an easy shrug. Although he was not directly related to Fleet-foot and Open Skies, he was of the tribe and of their age and that was enough for them to call him brother. Fleet-foot deeply respected Dhyer’s skills as a tracker while maintaining the correct level of aloofness due her slightly senior station. He had yet to undergo the blooding and had not yet performed the deed that would earn him his true name, his spirit name that the Eater of Worlds would come to know him by. She appreciated his talents and admired how he strove to make an impression.

			‘See what you can locate, Dhyer,’ she said, half suggesting, half ordering. With a sharp nod, he turned his attentions to their immediate surroundings. 

			She watched as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. It was a technique they all employed; by shutting off one of the senses, it was possible to keenly sharpen the others. She did the same. The air was hot and dry and tasted of ash, smoke and scorched bone. 

			They were tracking Dhyer’s older blood brother, who had left the tribe two turns of the light previously. At least as far as they could tell; the passage of time in the Bloodwind Spoil was erratic at best. The young hunter had left on a boast and Dhyer, although he would never openly admit to such weakness, had concerns for his brother’s safety. When he had announced his plans to track Sharp Tongue, Open Skies had eagerly offered his assistance. Fleet-foot always went where her brother went, so that had been a given. Given her speed and stamina, they were lucky to have her. She knew she had the others’ respect for that alone. 

			All the hunters had learned the savage ways of the Bloodwind Spoil – it was adapt or die when you lived on broken plains that could strip years from your flesh. Where there were ruins of glass that would rob you of your soul. There were the eerie towers of the winged furies. Every inch of the Bloodwind Spoil was marked by death, whether it walked or crawled across the blighted land. 

			Dhyer’s brow furrowed briefly. ‘There is… something subtle,’ he murmured and Fleet-foot turned her attentions back to him. She drew a deep breath and concentrated more intently. Yes. There it was, drifting on the hot breeze. Blood, but not the stink of old blood that always permeated the Spoil; this was fresh, coppery, recently let from a body. 

			She nodded. ‘I smell it.’ She glanced at Open Skies to see if he was also engaged in this process. Any hint of childish rivalry melted away and all three of the warriors unified – a cohesive and alert entity.

			‘Fresh,’ observed Open Skies, confirming to Fleet-foot that he also engaged in the hunt.

			‘Close,’ added Dhyer.

			‘That way,’ finished Fleet-foot and without waiting for the others, set off at a light run, keeping a pace that they could easily match.

			Perhaps he had grown too sure of his own ability. Somehow the meat had managed to extend the gap between them. But the hunter was not perturbed, and he did not fret. He was young, but he was wise enough to know that he had limits. He needed to rest, to recuperate and regain his strength. The fight would be soon, and he anticipated it with a keen hunger. 

			His mind ran wild with visions of the hero’s welcome that would be his and more – with such a mighty prize he would challenge for the title of Heart-eater. The tribe would feast for days. The skin and feathers would be his mantle, and its spines would tip his spear. He did not fear the challenge to come. He was the hunter and the meat was his prey, there was no other truth.

			The warrior allowed for the luxury of a few hours of rest. Come dawn, he could run. His stamina was excellent and he knew which direction the meat travelled. He had the scent of it now; it was like a thread that he followed to its inevitable conclusion. He set a small fire, enough to cook a tiny rodent-like creature that he speared in the undergrowth.

			Using a finger, he idly sketched in the dusty ground – a pictographic depiction of what it was that he was hunting. His artistic skills were hardly worthy of mention, but when he had finished, he felt oddly pleased with his efforts. A stick figure, wielding what was obviously a spear aimed at the meat’s head.

			Satisfied with his creativity, he tucked his body into the hollow of a desiccated tree and let sleep take him.

			The ashes were fresh enough to determine that the fire had been extinguished recently. A cursory glance revealed the source of the scent that had drawn them here: the corpse of something small and scaled, half-eaten and tossed to the embers. 

			Dhyer crouched down and looked at the tracks in the dust, and the scuffed drawing in the sand. The wind had already begun to scour it away, but it was clear someone had hurried through here.

			‘Was it Sharp Tongue?’ Open Skies hunkered down by the fire, poking at the embers. Dhyer was examining the camp perimeter thoughtfully. He sniffed the air again and looked up at the bruised, tumultuous skies. The tracks led away from the camp, down a rubble-strewn hillside, then disappeared into a field of cyclopean, silvery boulders. 

			‘Most likely. He didn’t finish his meal. Whatever he was tracking must have led him away. Sharp Tongue never leaves meat unless there is better meat to be had.’

			‘This is good,’ said Open Skies, standing. ‘Let’s follow the trail down to those rocks. They will give us shelter. Fleet-foot – go ahead. You’re the fastest.’

			‘You’re not First Fang,’ she said. But she went anyway.

			The hill dropped steeply at first. Eventually, however, they found themselves within the maze of boulders and were forced to slow their pace. The trail twisted and turned between the rocks, their mirrored surfaces reflecting their images in a variety of daemonic guises, and took them to the opening of what was quite clearly a cave burrowing into the scorched earth. 

			‘Cave,’ Fleet-foot said, indicating the slim opening. ‘Good place for meat to hide?’

			Open Skies arched one eyebrow at those words but didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. In the Bloodwind Spoil, caves often sheltered daemons, hordes of predators or creeping, formless spawn. But Sharp Tongue had gone that way, and the dark would bring dangers of its own. He nodded and studied the cave opening critically. ‘Dhyer is the best tracker,’ he acknowledged with surprising generosity. ‘He should go first.’

			That took the edge off the generosity and Fleet-foot smirked. ‘Afraid, brother?’

			‘I am not above cutting you if you don’t stop trying to mock me, sister.’ Dhyer saw Fleet-foot tense at the words and the smirk melted from her face. He knew that if they fell to physical squabbling, she would lose. For all her speed, Open Skies was bigger, stronger and faster with his dagger than she was. Dhyer was certain that Open Skies would be a Preytaker. Fleet-foot was light-hearted and frivolous by nature, a born Plains-runner, but it was clear that she knew a warning when she heard one. She dropped into sullen silence. Dhyer sighed inwardly and slipped past the two of them. He squeezed his body between the narrow opening and into the cave.

			It was dry and uncomfortably humid inside with a layer of pinkish dust on the ground. Crazed footprints smudged it in all directions, scuffed and confusing. As Open Skies and Fleet-foot followed him in, Dhyer hunkered down and studied the scene. There were recognisable prints made by feet wrapped in hides like the ones they were all wearing, and there were markings of something that he did not recognise. An object half-buried by dust caught his attention and he reached for it.

			‘A tooth,’ he observed, aloud. Then his hand closed around a severed length of vine the colour of raw meat, its skin studded with needle spines. It looked like it had been hacked to pieces, and he picked it up, staring at it without recognition.

			The vines curled around the hunter’s legs, winding up his body and biting into his flesh. They tugged at him and he fell, shocked by the sudden attack. His face smashed heavily against the floor of the cave and it was a moment before he struggled back up to his forearms. He shook his head, dazed, and felt teeth rattle in his jaw. Blood dribbled into his right eye and fiery pain raced through his body where the tendrils bound him.

			He tugged hard, thinking to pull free of his captivity, but the grip of the vines around him was rigid and his hands came away bloody. He felt a tendril begin to loop about his waist and the questing limb contracted, driving more spines into his skin with slow, inexorable strength. The breath was stolen from his body and for a few seconds he was filled with blind, animal panic. He could hear the distant sounds of the meat ahead of him as it crashed through the caves and the panic was eclipsed by a titanic rage. He would not be robbed of his chance for greatness. With supreme effort, he gritted his teeth and ripped both of his trapped arms free of the constricting vines, feeling the sudden burn as his right shoulder was wrenched from its socket. With his working arm, he reached for the knife at his waist and hacked viciously.

			The tendrils screamed with a chorus of human voices when cut, unnatural and unexpected. His body leaked blood from dozens of tiny punctures, but he would not give up. Not while the meat still lived. He slashed at the vines around his body in a frenzy, cutting off huge pieces until finally they loosened their hold and withdrew into the shadows. Many of the severed pieces continued to squirm, and crawled off into the gloom.

			The young hunter grimaced with the pain of his ordeal, but he was determined to continue. The meat would not wait and so neither would he. He considered his arm, dangling all but uselessly at his side and then he clenched his teeth – spitting out the one which had been knocked loose – and slammed his body hard into the wall of the cave. The agony blinded him for a moment, but with an audible crunch his shoulder reseated. Free, wounded but his spirit unbroken, he pushed on into the cave.

			The distant sound of what might be running water could be heard deep within the cave as it burrowed ever deeper into the dry earth. A rank, sour odour hung in the air like spoiled milk, a disgusting melange of plant and animal scents that were confusing and difficult to identify. The deeper they travelled into the cave, the more focused they had all become. Open Skies closed his eyes for just a moment and tried to find some trace of their quarry, meat or man.

			Then the cave shrieked, a throaty, animal scream roaring through the softly glistening tunnel. It reverberated for a second or two and then a deathly silence fell.

			The young warriors exchanged glances. The horrors of the Bloodwind Spoil wore any number of faces, from the savagely daemonic to the deceptively benign. They wondered, just for a moment, if they had stumbled into the living maw of something huge. Perhaps the Eater of Worlds himself.

			‘Open Skies.’ It was his sister who spoke and he glanced towards her. ‘You should lead. You are by far the best of us at hunting in the dark.’

			‘Afraid, sister?’

			He dodged her swift kick with nimble agility and began padding down the passage, the two others trailing close to him. The same stench filled their nostrils, bittersweet and cloying, and as the dim, pulsing light of the walls slowly gave way to the encroaching gloom it took a moment or two for their vision to adjust. Open Skies rested his hand briefly against the wall then snatched it away, startled. He peered more closely and saw that what he had presumed to be stone was, in fact, soft fur like that of an animal. It was rising and falling under his gaze as though it breathed, and he stared at it, fascinated.

			He put a hand out again, more cautiously this time, and felt the warmth of it and the play of sinew beneath the fur. For a heartbeat, he wondered if it might actually respond to his touch, but it did not. There was a pause and then another shriek echoed through the cave. Open Skies took his hand away and continued downward without mentioning what he had experienced to the others. They followed him closely enough so as to not lose him in the dark, but not so close as to trip one another. 

			The path sloped more steeply as they rounded a bend and Open Skies had to step with caution as they descended into further gloom. Were it not for the faint, ambient glow of some luminescent growth covering the walls, they would have been plunged into complete darkness.

			Here the sound of running water was stronger and he could smell the damp that suggested a nearby spring. The cave split three ways and he let his nose lead him. He paused for a moment and then nodded assertively before heading down the left passageway. 

			They had gone only a short distance when the tunnel suddenly shook, not with the harsh, jagged force of tectonics, but as if it were a muscular contraction. A cleft in the wall split open, revealing a vast eye surrounded by a nest of smaller orbs. Three small, feathered reptiles dripped from the pupil and scuttled across the wall in different directions, nine legs flailing. Even as Open Skies watched, the great eye blinked ponderously, its iris leaking iridescent light. When it reopened, a tide of tiny gold-and-crimson spiders spewed from within. Behind him, he heard an intake of breath as Fleet-foot caught sight of the arachnids.

			This place was clearly blessed, or cursed, by the Devourer, but none of them would turn back. Not now. The old stories told of how places like this could birth champions, or end them. What great power might it have bestowed upon Sharp Tongue?

			Even Fleet-foot was uncharacteristically quiet as they moved on, crushing the spiders underfoot. The creatures popped like sacs of gore and seemed to contain more blood than their little bodies should possess. The hunters pressed on, their feet leaving dark, wet prints in the dust.

			The cave floor levelled out and they soon found themselves following a stream of dark, brackish liquid. It was thick and black, like a slurry of filth. Occasionally it formed a glutinous bubble which popped loudly, spraying sticky, oily droplets that coated the skin and furs of the three Untamed Beasts. Open Skies swore as his hand came away from his furs painted with noxious slime.

			He grew more agitated the deeper they pressed into the caves, not because the place was clearly touched by power, but from the oppressive weight of the earth pressing down from above. They were all creatures of the plains, the wastes and the wide-open spaces. As his name suggested, he had lived the whole of his young life under the open sky and this prolonged expedition underground unsettled him in ways he did not care to admit.

			But he had picked up the scent again now and he relayed this information. Several times they called out Sharp Tongue’s name, but all they heard were their own voices, echoing back at them, distorted, cracked and mocking. They were laced through with other sounds, guttural whispers that threatened, promised and cajoled. Open Skies knew better than to listen to them, guessing that they were daemon snares that would make prey of him.

			He focused instead on subtle scents, teasing out the thread of Sharp Tongue from the morass of odours. ‘I found him,’ he said, softly. ‘He’s close. I suggest we pick up the pace. Then we can find him – and then we can leave.’

			For once, Fleet-foot did not argue with her brother. The constant breeze through the passage smelled of corrupted meat and rotting vegetation stewed together and it swamped the senses, making it hard to think. 

			‘My brother said he hunted the greatest prey he had ever spied. If there is a chance he has failed, then I must finish his hunt,’ said Dhyer.

			‘That part you will do alone.’ Open Skies was aloof. ‘If we find Sharp Tongue and he is meat, all I owe is the return of his body for the Rites. Anything else is your problem and remains your problem. You are not a child, Dhyer.’ Open Skies’ lip curled in a sneer. 

			Dhyer bristled. ‘I did not ask for you to come with me.’ Open Skies was bigger and stronger than he was, but he would not back down from a direct challenge. ‘And I know my place in the tribe. Do you?’ Without another word, he stalked forward, his lithe body graceful as he squeezed through a small gap between two rocks. Fleet-foot stared at her brother for a moment, assessing him as though he were a stranger to her, and then without speaking followed Dhyer.

			After a moment of glowering, Open Skies also followed.

			He had defied death before and he would do it again. He was, after all, one of the Untamed Beasts. There was certainly no way he would go down without a fight, and he was getting one of those right now. The adrenaline coursed through him and his body sang the joyous melody of the hunt. He lunged, with all his strength behind the spear in his hands. The meat tried to sway from the incoming blow but misjudged. The point of the spear, a beautifully carved piece of bone that had been lovingly shaped, pierced the meat’s throat. The hunter’s strong, practised arm pressed the weapon all the way through until it emerged, bloodied and intact, on the other side.

			The meat thrashed wildly, its long tail coming around in a vicious sweep that knocked the hunter clear off his feet, before it stamped down on his chest with one muscular leg. Bones splintered and the hunter screamed in agony, vomiting a gout of blood. As the hunter’s life drained from his mangled body, he still tried to stand, rolling over and attempting to get to his knees. His body was too broken and he collapsed face down in the viscous slime, his last thought one of triumph as he heard the gurgling scream of the meat. Others would follow his hunt, that was the tribe’s way. And when they found him, they would know what he had done.

			He opened his mouth and a weak cry rose up to join the angered and pained screams of the animal he had hunted.

			As consciousness fled, and the blood rushed from his body, the hunter heard the beast crashing down beside him. Hunter and hunted, felled by each other.

			The tunnel opened out into a vast chamber, indicating for the first time just how far underground they had come. The walls curved in an elegant sweep to meet at an unseen point far above their heads and were formed from smooth, shiny stone that glistened as though the rock constantly secreted some manner of liquid. This was borne out by the dripping which had formed rows of jaw-like stalactites. The massive, jagged teeth were cracking under their own weight, plunging into the shallow sludge below where they disappeared, only to be replaced almost immediately. It was a constant assault and made the approach treacherous. 

			In the relative centre of the lake of sludge, which came only to Dhyer’s ankles, he spied a huge, unmoving shape and his nostrils flared as his hunter’s senses picked up on the promise of prey. It was larger than any of its kind he had ever seen before, reptilian skin and avian feathers covering a muscular frame that even in the stiff rigidity of rigor mortis seemed to ripple with power. As he slowly circled the fallen beast, his heart pumped faster. This must be the prey his brother had hunted. A thrill ran through him.

			‘Dhyer.’

			Fleet-foot had moved around to the other side of the beast, which was massive enough that he could not see her over its corpse. But he recognised the tone in her voice and hurried round the back of the creature, past a long, heavy tail. Face down in the filth, axe still clutched between dead fingers, was Sharp Tongue. He was recognisable by the tattooed markings on his neck: the twin symbols of his tribe and of his family. Dhyer’s fingers unconsciously went to his own family marking; he had yet to receive the tribal brand.

			‘He killed it,’ Open Skies said and for the first time she could remember, Fleet-foot heard true respect in her brother’s voice. ‘He tracked his prey and he brought it down. Sharp Tongue has outdone himself.’

			‘But the Devourer has claimed him,’ Fleet-foot added. ‘He will never hunt beside the Eater of Worlds, brother.’

			‘His death doesn’t matter,’ said Open Skies and it was not a cruel comment. ‘What matters, little sister, is that he has felled his prey. Look at the size of it. It will feed the tribe for days, and we will all partake of its strength. He will be remembered long after the feasting is done. We must perform the Rites to make sure that his greatness is not lost. Sharp Tongue has proven that he was a truly mighty warrior and if we are to finish what he began, then we need to take him into ourselves. Right here, right now.’

			Dhyer turned his brother over and the body rolled easily. Sharp Tongue had died with a furious snarl on his face and even though the eyes had dulled with the cessation of life, Dhyer fancied that he could see the ferocity blazing there still. He carefully prised the dead man’s fingers open and took the axe. The axe was far less exquisite than the bone spear he had always preferred. Made from sharpened stone, it was a tool, pure and simple, and must have been drawn as a last resort.

			Dhyer slid it into a loop on his belt. It was considered the greatest shame for a member of the tribe to die without a weapon in hand, and at least his brother had been spared that ignominy. A glance at the fallen creature revealed the fate of Sharp Tongue’s spear. It had been driven through the creature’s throat, going in one side and straight out the other. He looked to have drawn his axe mere moments before his death.

			Lying in the murky sludge beside the body of his brother was his long knife, which Dhyer also took up. It matched perfectly the one he wore at his waist and he turned it over in his hands. There was a smear of dark blood on the blade, thick, gelatinous and inhuman. The young warrior considered the weapon for a few moments longer and then turned his attention to his brother’s body.

			Sharp Tongue’s chest was caved in, the ribs smashed to pieces, and a great gash had torn his abdomen open. A bloody mess of guts and gore mingled with the dark slime beneath him, the intestines a ropey mess that stank of copper and faeces. Dhyer glanced at the fallen creature’s massive limbs, which terminated in slashing talons. It did not take much to deduce what had happened.

			‘You will make the Cut?’ Open Skies framed it as a question, but it was an acknowledgement towards the fact that family always had first choice during the Rite of Feasting.

			‘I will.’ Dhyer spoke quietly and wiped Sharp Tongue’s blade on his furs. Every member of the tribe knew the Rite; they were taught it as soon as they were able to understand. All knew exactly how to make the Cut and he was no different in that regard. ‘Today, we lose a warrior, but we do not lose his strength. In my family’s name, I claim this warrior’s heart and his strength for the tribe.’ He hesitated for a moment or two. The last time he had seen Sharp Tongue, his brother had seemed so strong, invincible even – someone to whom Dhyer could aspire. 

			There was a lesson here from the Devourer: nothing is invincible.

			The Untamed Beasts did not mourn the fallen, they consumed them, and in doing so took the strength of the dead so that it would not be wasted. It was clear from the evidence before his eyes that Sharp Tongue had been strong to the very end.

			This is just more meat, he told himself, and plunged the knife down, sliding easily between the interstitial muscles of the mangled ribs. He tore open the chest cavity to reveal his brother’s heart, glistening and bloody but as still as the dawn. Open Skies knelt beside Sharp Tongue and reached into the cavity, tearing the organ free. Taking the knife from Dhyer, he hacked it from its connective tissue and held it aloft. He spoke the words of the Rite with confidence and ease and for one of the first times in his life, Dhyer saw Open Skies as something more than an irritation. He saw a grown warrior.

			He saw someone else to whom he could aspire. 

			‘Heart of the Fallen,’ intoned Open Skies. His voice reverberated around the cave, the strange acoustics giving it a peculiar echo. Dhyer tuned out the noises of the cave, focusing instead on the words of his tribe brother. ‘Filled with the spirit and courage of the warrior. Imbued with the raw power of both your life and those of your descendants. Grant us a portion of your strength that we may challenge those who would seek to end our existence.’ He brought the heart down from above his head, bringing it to his lips, and without hesitating, tore a chunk of meat from it. He passed it to Dhyer, who did the same. Sharp Tongue’s heart was still warm, suggesting he had not been dead for long. Blood coated Dhyer’s chin as he successfully gnawed a piece free and handed the heart to Fleet-foot.

			The three chewed in silence, respecting this most holy of moments, seeking that connection with Sharp Tongue’s spirit that would imbue them with his power and grant them his strength. Dhyer closed his eyes, feeling something akin to pleasure shuddering through his system at the intensity of it all.

			I feel you, my brother. 

			They would take what was left of Sharp Tongue’s body and it would be burned. The ashes of his bones would be mixed into clay and water and used to make the paint with which they anointed their bodies prior to battle. Dhyer’s family would be granted a portion of those ashes to be burned into their skin as brands. They would run with Sharp Tongue’s speed and cast the spears with the strength of his arms.

			Fleet-foot watched the proceedings in silence. ‘It will be a slow process to return this,’ said Open Skies. ‘We will need to bring others back, but we can butcher the beast and take back what we can now. We must also prepare to bring Sharp Tongue with us.’ He had taken command of the situation and Fleet-foot, still caught up in the solemnity of the Rite, did not question his right to do so. She nodded and unsheathed her own knife, a serrated, stone-forged blade with a slight curve to it that was perfect for the task of cutting up fallen animals. While she walked around the reptile, studying it for the best lines along which to cut, the two young men lifted the body from the water and moved it to the edge of the lake.

			The movement disturbed the surface of the water, sending ripples across it and Fleet-foot was transfixed for a moment. After a moment or two, more began to radiate outward. The onyx blackness of the heavy water seemed to emphasise this movement, slowing the process into something faintly mesmerising. 

			‘Sister.’

			There was an undercurrent of warning in Open Skies’ voice and she turned to face him. The lake had rippled where they had pulled Sharp Tongue’s body free but now the water was beginning to churn. There was a sudden rush of displaced air, a loud splash and a screech that pierced the eardrums and reverberated around the cavern. The supposedly dead creature leapt up from its prone position in the lake and its beak snapped a hand’s span from Fleet-foot’s face. If her brother had not called her name and caused her to move slightly, it would have closed its jaws around her neck. Instead, it ripped the knife from her hand, the weapon sinking below the surface of the lake. She drew her second dagger and danced backward with all the agility her name suggested. She was now able to better assess the enraged beast. The spear was still sticking through its neck, making it ungainly and awkward as it stumbled to its feet. Its hind legs were vast and as it unfolded its body, it became clear that it had barely exposed its true size. Its jagged maw opened so it could roar in fury. The sound that came out was wet and bubbling. The great head shook from side to side in an effort to dislodge the spear, but it was rammed firmly through its throat. It had clearly not damaged anything fatal because its fury was all too apparent.

			Fleet-foot couldn’t help but stare. She had never encountered a raptoryx of this size before, and her ability to respond was tempo­rarily replaced by a sense of entranced fascination.

			‘Anari, move. Now.’ Her brother had not used her birth name in years, not since she’d been anointed with her tribal moniker. She dived forward into a roll, and was already coming to her feet in the shin-deep slurry when the monster awkwardly lunged again, jaws snapping shut where her neck had been mere moments ago.

			The rise of the Untamed Beasts out in the Bloodwind Spoil had not come about through fear and cowardice. For them, every new enemy was a new challenge just waiting to be met and they would meet this one head-on.

			All hint of sibling animosity melted away when confronted by the resurrected creature and Fleet-foot moved to her brother’s side, her second knife drawn and her sun-darkened face devoid of the light-heartedness that usually marked her. Open Skies pulled his short spear from his back and Dhyer had both his brother’s and his own knife, as well as the axe slung across his back. They spread out, circling their foe. It had managed to get its feet beneath it and it was angrily trying to shake the impaling spear free.

			The Untamed Beasts considered anything they hunted to be meat, even a particularly huge and savage raptoryx. Solitary predators, the creatures were usually opportunistic hunters, picking off those foolish enough to travel the Spoil alone. Usually peaking at shoulder height, they possessed a mane of razor quills and a jagged beak as long as a human arm. This creature was an apex example of its twisted species. Spines studded its tail and hind-limbs, and a pair of reptilian frills flushed red with rage framed its narrow head. It flapped ineffectually at the weapon in its neck with its avian forelimbs, then turned to face Open Skies and let out a screech like nails on glass.

			The three warriors fell into an easy hunting pack, having worked together many times before. They had a method and they prepared to engage their tactics. They danced around their prey, continually moving to keep its attention from fixing. In turn, they would dart forward and strike before pulling back again. Constant movement. Constant harassment. Overriding everything was the drive to remain alive and not be bested by the creature. 

			Each of them held the same focus at the front of their minds. Our families will eat for days when we take down this meat.

			Open Skies lunged with his spear in a concerted effort to drive the beast back towards his brethren. It hissed and raged and snapped at the blade, but it was clear that the weapon in its neck was seriously hampering its efforts. Droplets of black blood splattered in all directions and, frustrated, it beat its ragged wings, dancing awkwardly away from the assault. As it moved, its massive talons cut deep grooves in the ground.

			Fleet-foot ducked beneath the bladed tail as it reversed towards her, and made two quick slashes at the creature’s ankles before diving and rolling out of its reach. A human foe would have been instantly crippled by the blows, but the monster simply screamed again and twisted to pursue its tormentor. The blunt end of the spear in its throat dug into the ground as it turned, and lodged there, the length of the shaft bowing under the strain. Momentarily stalled in its efforts to get to grips with Fleet-foot and frenzied by its wounds, Dhyer took the opportunity to attack from the other side, his knives aimed at its exposed neck.

			Dhyer was brought up short by a swing from the monster’s tail. The blow was unerringly accurate and he knew had he not instinctively dodged, his head would likely have parted company with his body. He dropped into a roll that brought him back to his feet directly behind and below the beast. Sensing one of its attackers was now vulnerable, the raptoryx immediately switched its focus to the easier kill. It pivoted with surprising grace given its size and turned towards its new target. It attempted to arch its head beneath its own bulk to snap at the morsel that rested there. This sudden switch in approach suggested that this was more than just an animal driven by instinct. It was using tactics and that made it simultaneously more dangerous as a predator and more desirable as a trophy.

			Dhyer rolled to the side just as a heavy foot crashed down and kicked at the snapping beak. The second foot came down and the tip of a claw opened a deep wound in his shoulder. Blood sprayed and stained the furs he wore as he lost his grip on one of his knives. He cursed inwardly and gritted his teeth against the sudden pain.

			Open Skies and Fleet-foot rushed to his aid.

			Fleet-foot led with her blades, aiming for the beast’s body where the quills ended and the hide began. Both weapons sunk into the flesh up to the hilt. She held on tightly with her left hand and stabbed again with the right, feeling the blade slide between ribs. At the same time, Open Skies struck again with his spear, aiming for the creature’s neck.

			The monster snapped its head up, nearly tripping Open Skies with the haft of Sharp Tongue’s spear, and closed its serrated beak around the young hunter’s weapon. The severed spear tip went flying with an audible crack and Open Skies stumbled, suddenly disarmed. He reached for his dagger, but even as his hand closed around the hilt, the raptoryx struck again, closing its savage maw around the hunter’s torso.

			Open Skies screamed in agony as the monster tore into him, but he still found the strength to draw his knife and hack at its head. The tip of the blade found one of its eyes and the orb burst, spraying ichor. Half-blind, the raptoryx raged even more furiously. Fleet-foot went flying, one of her daggers still stuck in its flank, while with a sickening crunch Open Skies was torn in half. A slick of gore and steaming guts spilled out in all directions and the creature shrieked in pained victory. Its triumph was short-lived, however. Dhyer saw his moment of opportunity and hefting his weapon, plunged it through the creature’s remaining eye. Sheer anger drove the force of the blow and the blade slid through into its brain. It reacted by throwing its head back and staggering. 

			Dhyer, driven by blinding fury, stabbed it repeatedly until its black blood rained down on him and his arm burned from the exertion. The raptoryx sagged to one side, its bulk falling away from Dhyer with a thump of heavy meat. He stood, his chest heaving, and with brutal efficiency, tore out Sharp Tongue’s spear, along with most of the beast’s throat.

			There was no doubt that the monster was well and truly dead. The rattling gurgles of its final breaths echoed around the cave until finally, and with no small sense of relief from Fleet-foot and Dhyer, all fell to silence. The only sounds were those of the trickling water and the gasps of the surviving hunters trying to catch their breath.

			Fleet-foot found that her body was trembling, but it was not from fear or cold. It was from the ecstasy of the adrenaline coursing through her body, just as it did when she ran. She exulted in its welcome presence.

			As the battle-hunger also drained from his body, she saw Dhyer take stock of his own injury. The meat had caught him a solid blow across the shoulder, and he was attempting to twist his head to look more closely. He shed the top layer of furs and Fleet-foot crossed to him. Silently, she examined the injury.

			‘You will bear a scar,’ she told him and the envy in her voice was clear. ‘And you will be stiff. But I see no bone. You are strong. You will survive to fight another day.’

			He stooped to pick up the discarded, bloodied fur. ‘Today we are blessed,’ he said quietly, as he crossed to the destroyed body of Open Skies. ‘Today, we are granted the chance to devour the warrior spirits of two great hunters. He was your brother. You should perform the Cut. We must feast on the Heart of the Fallen.’

			‘No,’ she replied. ‘You are the one who killed the meat. I defer to you. The honour should be yours.’ She had no tears for her brother, only pride that he had fought to the end. Dhyer studied her for a moment and then nodded. In an echo of the rite they had already performed earlier, he crouched beside Open Skies and reached into the warrior’s chest to pull out his heart, the appalling wound making cutting unnecessary.

			Once the heart was in his hand, he tore a chunk from it and handed it to Fleet-foot, who took her share.

			‘We need to get them back to the tribe,’ said Dhyer. Watching him, she knew they would share many great hunts together. 

			She hacked at the beast’s haunch, keen to take at least some of the meat back. With Dhyer’s tracking skills and the trail markers they could leave as they travelled, she hoped to return soon to harvest more of the fallen creature. But there was no guarantee that other predators would not take the meat, and her decision to carry at least some was wise. They would also make a point of taking the heart.

			Somewhere, just on the edge of hearing, there was a soft splash and ripples disturbed the underground lake.
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			‘Tell you the troof,’ said Yaggle. ‘I pissed myself good an’ proper.’

			He sat propped against the hogs’ trough. Hog. There was only one left. He had already worked his way through the sheep and the goats. Soon – maybe the next night, maybe the night after – it would be on to the cattle. Sleepy, satiated, he rested a hand on his belly and burped. Thunder rumbled through the night outside. 

			Thunder, but no rain. 

			‘They drag me in front of the loonboss, right? The boss, Wazzit, he says to me, “Yer a lyin’ thievin’ git, Yaggle, now you got to be gone.” And me, I’m terrified, coz I don’t know what he means. I got piss runnin’ down my leg and I’m thinkin’, wot, they gonna stick me in the gut? Feed me to the manglers?’

			The last hog regarded him warily. He liked this hog – thought he might save it till the cattle were done. It listened to him. Wasn’t afraid of him, even when he was devouring its fellows. 

			‘Exile,’ he said. ‘The boss says gone, all’s he means is exile. I tell you, why’s it always the stupidest gits got the most power? Wazzit’s goin’ on and on ’bout what a bad ’un I am, and how the Pitskulker skrap ain’t gonna stand for it no more, and I’m pissin’ myself silly, and the punishment is…’

			He spread his arms to encompass the human barn. The bloody hay, the stalls with their picked-clean carcasses, the restless cattle. The pitchfork planted in the farmer’s chest. 

			‘This,’ he said. ‘This en’t so bad. It en’t so bad bein’ alone.’

			The thunder was closer now. Bats flitted in the rafters, and crickets played night-songs outside. The hog snorted.

			‘It en’t! And when I finish the lot of you, I’ll…’

			He trailed off. What would he do?

			If he went north into the mountains, the skrap would surely kill him on sight. West, and he’d wind up at the walls of a human city; the armoured guards with their swords and their arrows would stab him through. Out here on the edge of the Mosshorn Forest, there were only stray beastmen and mad human homesteaders. They’d all happily stick him with a pitchfork, if he didn’t stick ’em first.

			There was the thunder, again. Louder now. But still no patter of rain. For a moment, in the wake of the thunder, there was silence. Even the crickets outside stopped their song. It was as though the night were waiting on an answer from him, a plan. That was supposed to be his place in the Pitskulker skrap: the one who made the plans that the boss called his own. He pressed his fingertips to his temples the way he always did when he was thinking hard, as though he might dig out an idea. 

			What was he going to do?

			The thunder seemed to shake the ground now – it was right over him, right here. The whole realm rattled. And still no rain. Bats flitted in the rafters, the hog and the cattle paced anxiously. Yaggle frowned and looked up, his fingertips still on his temples.

			The roof of the barn split open. 

			Through the crack of sky, a vast hand reached out of the darkness. The hand blotted out the world; before Yaggle could move or even cry out, the fingers closed around him. Not just him – the hand closed around entire stalls of cattle, piles of sheep carcasses, the dead farmer. For a long moment, everything was roiling stench and noise: animal cries and the press of flesh that might have been alive or dead. Gravity fell away, and Yaggle was buffeted by hay and meat and wood and shit. He curled into a ball and covered his head, caught a kick from a flailing hoof–

			And now he was falling. Falling into darkness. Before he could begin to scream, he landed on something soft and meaty, rolled until he was splayed out across what felt like wet leather. What smelled like wet leather. Cattle and carcasses and shattered wood were all falling around him now – Yaggle covered his head and scrambled away from the bewildered moos of the falling cows. 

			The animals struck the leathery ground and rolled and cried out. One flailing hoof caught Yaggle in the chest and kicked him into another body – the grot’s night-sight could just make out the mortified features of the dead farmer. Breathing hard, Yaggle got up and wrenched the pitchfork from the man’s chest, then turned his eyes to the sky.

			Peering down at him was a single, enormous eye. 

			The eye blinked.

			‘FOR LATER,’ rumbled a voice like an earthquake, in thickly accented Ghurish.

			Yaggle quavered and gripped his pitchfork while maimed cattle lowed all around him. He realised he was standing shin-deep in blood and viscera and the godbeast Behemat knew what else.

			A bag, he thought. He was in a gargant’s bag. For later. 

			The air was thick and rank and his breath came with difficulty; was he going to suffocate? He was standing in blood, all around him wounded animals were flailing in desperation and a gargant – a massive gargant – was very certainly going to eat him. If he was lucky, he would suffocate or get his skull kicked in before the gargant crunched him between his molars.

			Luck wasn’t going to save him. He needed a plan. He was supposed to be the grot with all the plans, he just had to think–

			‘WELL,’ said the gargant. ‘MAYBE JUST ONE.’

			The whole bag swayed as the enormous eye receded, and Yaggle lost his footing. The opening widened to the starry sky for a moment, and then the vast hand eclipsed the night and reached down, closing its fingers around a cow.

			What Yaggle did next was emphatically not part of a plan. Not one he would have taken credit for, anyway. In an instant of panic and desperation and dimly conceived hope, he raised the oversized pitchfork above his head and plunged it, with all the strength he could muster, into the thumb of the gargant.

			Or rather, towards the thumb of the gargant. The tines fell just short of the gargant’s thumbnail and planted themselves, instead, in the flank of the unfortunate cow. As the gargant drew the cow from the bag, it drew Yaggle, too. The grot wailed as he rose out of the bag and into the night air and at last–

			Stopped. 

			The gargant held Yaggle and the poor, wounded cow in the palm of his hand. He wore a great black leather hood over his head. What had he killed to tan that leather? Behind the hood, the gargant’s eyes bore a dull curiosity.

			‘ARE YOU TRYING TO EAT MY COW?’ the gargant asked. 

			His breath was rank, and the wind of his speech might have toppled Yaggle if he hadn’t gripped the pitchfork tightly. But the grot’s reply sprang from his mouth unbidden, unplanned, and unintentionally honest.

			‘You’re trying to eat my cow,’ he said.

			The gargant raised his head and released a great thunderclap from his mouth to the sky – it must have woken villagers across Ghur. Then he began to wheeze, as if he were short of breath. 

			Laughter. He was laughing.

			Whatever bravado Yaggle had felt before shrank into a dense little stone of dread at the pit of his stomach. 

			Git, he thought. A plan, you git, you need a plan…

			‘WHO ARE YOU,’ the gargant boomed, ‘THAT YOU TRY TO EAT THE COW OF HRADOTH, MIGHTIEST OF THE MEGA-GARGANTS? WHO ARE YOU, THAT YOU THINK YOU ARE GREATER?’

			And then the answer came to him. Shiny and pristine and at the very last moment, like all his best plans.

			‘Behemat,’ Yaggle said simply. 

			The gargant Hradoth was silent for a moment. He raised Yaggle and the cow closer, squinted to get a better look.

			‘EH?’ he said.

			‘I’m the godbeast Behemat, and I been reborn. I made’ – he waved at the horizon – ‘all that stuff, and all the other stuff, and this cow. Alls of it belongs to me.’

			‘YOU ARE VERY SMALL.’

			Yaggle nodded.

			‘WHY ARE YOU VERY SMALL?’

			‘I been reborn. I start small.’

			Hradoth turned him left and right, scrutinising him from every angle. Gargants weren’t exactly known for their intense piety, but Yaggle’s hope was this: if you got used to being bigger than everyone else, maybe you’d nurture a quiet fear that someone else out there was secretly bigger. A gargant might not love a god, but it could live in fear of one.

			‘PROVE IT,’ said Hradoth.

			‘All right. Lemme tell you somethin’ only a god would know.’

			The gargant grunted, seeming to accept this method of proof. Yaggle released his grip on the pitchfork and pressed his fingertips to his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut and furrowed his brow, humming low in his throat. Then, abruptly, he opened his eyes.

			‘A square meal,’ Yaggle said. ‘Best of your life.’

			‘HUH?’

			Yaggle could tell he was going to have to talk slowly and enunciate clearly with this one.

			‘I, Behemat, is gonna lead you, Hradoth, to the best meal of your life. And when it is the best meal of your life, you’ll know that I’s really the godbeast reborn, and you got to listen to what I say.’

			The gargant grinned. His stinking breath wafted over Yaggle.

			‘AYE,’ he said. ‘AND IF IT AIN’T THE BEST, I HAVE YOU FOR AFTERS. GOD OR NO.’

			Yaggle had never enjoyed the best relationship with his skrap. They were, he felt certain, dumber than your average bunch of grots. Not just dumb, but dull as dirt, content to live out the same routine of pit fights and shroom-fugues day after day and night after night. Whoever put on the best show in the pit fights was loonboss for a time, and that was that. 

			How was he born to dullards? Why couldn’t he come up under someone like Skragrott or Gribblak – a git with vision? From the time he was hardly more than a spore, Yaggle had known he was different from the other grots, better than the other grots. It set him apart from the first; the rest of the Pitskulkers had teased him for his sulks and kicked him around the caves when he was still small enough to curl into a ball. But once he got older, they saw the use in him. 

			We’s hungry, find us some ’umies. 

			We’s outta dankroot – steal us some from the gitz in the Spider­-wood. 

			The squigs is loose! Someone’s got to catch ’em!

			Solving the skrap’s problems was a distraction. For a time. But still he was bored, and they were boring, and they never actually appreciated him. He took to inventing little games to occupy himself. Put Squig Dung Where the Boss Will Slip On It, for example, and Write Spooky Messages On the Cave Walls and Pretend They’re From Nighthaunts. Or, his favourite: How Many Teef Can I Steal From the Mouths of Dead-Drunk Gits Before They Notice? The answer to this last was ‘quite a few!’ But this was the game that finally got him in trouble. Not just in trouble, but in exile.

			You a bad git, Yaggle, now you got to be gone. 

			The skrap was out under the Bad Moon now, revelling by the light of stars and shroomflies. The slurred cheers around the pit fights carried on the wind; even from Hradoth’s shoulder, he could hear the shouts of fighters. Yaggle clutched a loop on the gargant’s hood and yelled into his ear.

			‘There! Follow the yawps.’

			And the gargant followed.

			Now, did a certain ill-defined discomfort tap at the back of his skull as he led Hradoth into the midst of everything and everyone he had ever known? Maybe. It might have done. But if so, the tapping was drowned out by a giddy inner voice that screamed this was power, this was vision. The realm shook underneath him. It really shook! He looked out over the treetops and the mountains and the clouds and his skrap, and it was all so small now. As small as it had always felt. Smaller than him.

			So he watched with unblinking enthusiasm as Hradoth’s foot flattened the lookouts on the edge of the encampment, and kicked aside a sleeping troggoth. All the revellers in the pits would be too fixated (and too shroom-drunk) to realise what was happening, even as the whole world shook and broke around them. The only thing they would have to worry about was the–

			Squigs crashed into Hradoth’s shin, a small herd of squigs with riders, and he stumbled before regaining his footing. For a moment Yaggle worried that the mega-gargant would grow angry, throw him off in a fury, but no – Hradoth laughed in delight. 

			‘WHAT IS THIS?’ he bellowed.

			The squig riders were the only fighters worth a piss in the whole skrap. The only ones who kept themselves ready for a tussle at a moment’s notice. Those dozen-odd veteran grots gritted their teeth (and only a couple hollered) as their squigs described a tight circle around the gargant, bounding back towards him for another pass.

			Still laughing, Hradoth grabbed a squig and rider out of the air and popped both straight into his mouth. The wet crunch of his chewing was a little too close for comfort, Yaggle thought, but even that had a certain thrill.

			‘OH,’ said the gargant. ‘OH, IT’S GOOD.’

			Well, that was a relief. Yaggle hadn’t been entirely confident that grots or squigs would actually taste any good – but he was pretty sure they would have a certain knock-on effect, even for a gargant, if he ate enough of them.

			‘Look there,’ Yaggle called, pointing to the fighting pit. ‘Look at ’em all! All together in a nice bowl for you.’

			Hradoth grunted in approval and scooped up grots in his hands the way Yaggle might have scooped water. He brought the writhing mass of Yaggle’s old companions to his lips, and for just a moment, the grot could make out flashes of faces he remembered. Dritslip, who used to send him out to forage dankroot. Squintmaw, whose whining to the loonboss had got him exiled in the first place. 

			Did they see him? Did they see Yaggle, and know who had brought devastation down on all of them?

			No. They were probably soused out of their minds.

			Hradoth shovelled his handfuls of grots into his mouth, and the sound of their yelps gave way to the gnashing of molars. The gargant swatted away a formation of bounding squig riders and then stared down at his palm.

			‘I FEEL FUNNY,’ he said.

			Careful now, thought Yaggle. Got to be careful.

			‘Funny-bad or funny-good?’ he asked.

			Hradoth stared at his hand uncertainly. ‘I THINK… FUNNY-GOOD.’ Abruptly, he gave a bark of delight and began to dance clumsily over the encampment, stamping grots underfoot. Yaggle gripped the hem of the gargant’s hood and tried to scream only on the inside as he was jerked this way and that. It wouldn’t do for a god to scream.

			As he was flung around by Hradoth’s dancing, Yaggle happened to catch a glimpse of something behind them. The most violent weapon in the skrap’s arsenal, uncaged and unleashed. 

			Oh, no, he thought.

			A hundredfold the mass of an ordinary squig; a hundredfold the wild-eyed, voracious hunger. A mangler squig was a knot of fungal muscle and fang and slavering death, and some desperate grot had managed to release six of them. Massive chains bound them together in pairs, turning the squigs into giant bolas of destruction.

			‘Behind you!’ Yaggle shrieked. ‘Behind you!’

			Clumsily, Hradoth spun around and faced the small mangler herd that bounded towards him. He was not, Yaggle thought, quite as concerned as he should have been. The grot’s plan had perhaps worked a little too well, and the accumulated mycotic hallucinogens in the bodies of all those grots and squigs was hitting him more quickly than Yaggle had expected. 

			The mega-gargant was a bit of a lightweight.

			‘HELLO THERE!’ Hradoth slurred. ‘YOU LOOK DELICIOUS.’

			The manglers careened towards them, and the gargant reached out for them, roaring his joy.

			Even a mega-gargant’s appetite wasn’t infinite. After he sucked the fungal flesh of four manglers from their chains, after he slammed the last two against the side of a mountain and set them aside for later, after he danced a bit over the ruins of the grot encampment… Hradoth needed to sit down a spell and digest. His movements were clumsy, now. Erratic. He leaned back against the side of the mountain, rested a hand on his belly, and sighed.

			‘BEST MEAL OF MY LIFE,’ he rumbled. ‘HMM.’

			Yaggle couldn’t tell whether that was a statement or a question, so he dangled between triumph and terror. The gargant certainly sounded contented. But there was a note of something else in his tone, even in his sigh. Some unhappiness.

			‘AUNTIE ALWAYS FOUND THE BEST GRUB,’ he said. It sounded like a complaint. Behind the hood, Hradoth’s eyes were closed. His fingers were twined over his stomach. ‘IT’S NOT FAIR.’

			Oh, Yaggle would have to be careful here. ‘What’s not fair?’

			‘HER. MY COUSINS. ALL OF ’EM.’

			This tone he recognised. Maudlin. Self-pitying. Yaggle had known more than a couple of grots who developed a dismal streak after one too many shroombrews.

			‘AUNTIE ALWAYS FOUND THE BEST GRUB,’ he repeated. ‘GOOD VILLAGES. FULL OF NOBLES AND WIZARDS AND FANCY TYPES. CASTLES FULL OF KNIGHTS AND PRINCES. BUT I ALWAYS ATE LAST. AFTER HER REAL BABIES.’

			Yaggle had to stop himself from laughing at this great, big mountain of flesh calling himself a baby.

			‘What happened?’ he asked.

			‘I GOT SICK OF IT. I WAS HUNGRY! IT’S NOT FAIR! I’M SO MUCH BIGGER THAN THEM.’ 

			‘So what’d you do?’

			‘I PUNCHED HER BABY BALDOTH AND ATE FIRST.’

			‘What’d she do?’

			‘KICKED ME OUT OF THE FAMILY.’

			Rivulets of water ran down around Yaggle’s ankles. The gargant, he realised, was crying. He reached out to pat Hradoth’s nose reassuringly. 

			‘CAREFUL. MY NOSE HAIRS ARE TICKLISH.’

			A bit sheepishly, Yaggle withdrew his hand. ‘D’you miss ’em?’ he asked. ‘Yer family?’

			‘I HATE THEM.’

			Yaggle looked out over the ruined encampment of his former fellows. The trees and grots and Loonshrines were flattened; every structure was annihilated. It looked like a god had fallen from the sky and wiped out everything in a single, all-consuming blast.

			‘AUNTIE SAYS SHE’LL CLOBBER ME IF SHE SEES ME NEAR HER LAND AGAIN. BUT SHE SAYS EVERYTHING PAST THE MOSSHORN IS HER LAND. THAT’S WHY I WEAR’ – he raised an enormous, grot-smeared finger and tapped his hood – ‘THIS.’

			Yaggle stared up at the gargant. He thought: Pitiful git. But he said, ‘How’d you like to teach ’em a lesson?’

			The family of gargants had taken up residence in a city that once housed a ’umie learnin’ place, where ’umie spores came together to drink potions and become wizards. Auntie, Hradoth said, was the clever one. Her three sons – Baldoth, One-Eye and Junior – were all dumb as rocks. 

			Yaggle wasn’t sure how to rate this estimation, coming as it was from Hradoth.

			Four gargants were more than even Hradoth believed he could handle; he was plainly terrified of embarrassment before his kin. But the more Yaggle explained his plan, the more excited Hradoth became.

			It went like this.

			First, on Yaggle’s instructions, Hradoth tied the thatch roofs from several barns to his feet. He wrapped the chains of his remaining manglers around his shoulders, for later. Now, the rumble of his footsteps somewhat muffled, the mega-gargant snuck – with, Yaggle thought, really rather shocking care – through the river valley south of the university. 

			When they peeked over the tops of the mountains, it was exactly as Hradoth had anticipated. One elder gargant kept watch. She stood with her arms crossed, looking out over the town. Long grey braids reached almost to the ground, and her armour was a sort of golden mail patched together from Stormcast shields. Three younger gargants slumped against a bell tower and a keep, snoring loudly.

			Now came the hard part. Slowly, delicately, Hradoth collected a pile of boulders from the peaks of the mountain range: massive things that must have been there for centuries. He picked up the first boulder, tucked it in the crook of his elbow, spun around, and hurled the rock through the air. 

			For a moment, it looked like it might topple from the air and crash into the bell tower, smashing through masonry and bringing the structure down like so many of the other ’umie buildings that already lay shattered. But no, the boulder kept right on going – over the heads of the giants, past the town, and into the tall, dense forests to the north. There was a crack – like a great roll of thunder – as the boulder fell to earth.

			Auntie turned towards the forest. Her mail of golden shields glinted in the moonlight. She listened to the night. At her feet, one of her sons startled awake. He sat up and looked around blearily. The other two kept on sleeping. 

			Go, Yaggle willed her. Go, look.

			At first, he thought Auntie carried no weapons except for her immensity. Now she balled her fists, and he saw that she wore the horns of some greater beast or daemon on her knuckles. She listened a moment more, and then rumbled into the forest to investigate. 

			Auntie was the real threat. With her out of the way, this was much more manageable. Even with two gargants asleep, though, and even with Hradoth’s size advantage, it felt a little too much like a fair fight for Yaggle.

			Hence the next step of his plan. 

			Hradoth tucked another boulder into the crook of his elbow. This time, he threw low. The second boulder careened towards the woken gargant – Junior, Yaggle guessed. He looked like a Junior. The rock was meant to get him in the head, but this was a more exacting sort of toss, and it crashed wide, throwing up dust from an already thoroughly broken keep. 

			The one who was probably Junior whirled around in alarm. The other two gargants snapped awake.

			Now Hradoth hurled a third boulder, and this one caught Junior in the knees, knocking him face first into cobblestone. His nose crunched, and gargant blood spilled in the ’umie streets. 

			This first blood marked the limits of Hradoth’s patience for discretion. The mega-gargant roared joyfully, clambered over the mountain range, and broke into a headlong sprint that left Yaggle scrambling to keep his grip. 

			‘Slow down!’ Yaggle yelped. ‘Be careful!’

			Hradoth did not slow down. Before Junior could raise his smashed face from the cobblestone, Hradoth was barrelling into the city and over him. Howling his rage, the mega-gargant raised his foot and smashed it down on Junior’s skull.

			The gargant’s body spasmed. His legs jerked and rubbled citadels of ’umie magic. 

			The last two gargant sons gaped at Hradoth in horror.

			‘YOU,’ said the one with a single eye in the middle of his head. He blinked. ‘MAMA ALWAYS SAID YOU WOULD–’

			Hradoth roared and charged. But these gargants were ready, and their relative shortness had some advantages. One-Eye leapt to the left, and Baldoth leapt to the right, and Hradoth crashed headlong into the bell tower. The massive bell pealed with a sharp bong, and after the briefest moment in which it seemed it might hold, the entire tower crumbled under the mega-gargant. 

			Yaggle clutched a strand of hair and kicked his feet in the open air and screamed curses not quite befitting a god. White dust filled the night. Hradoth breathed hard and looked to one side and the other. 

			At one hand, Baldoth had uprooted a great slab of a monument to Sigmar, graven with images from the Age of Myth. He held it out before him like a shield. On the other side, One-Eye wielded a fallen cathedral spire like a spear.

			‘They’s got you surrounded,’ Yaggle said helpfully.

			Hradoth grunted. 

			Slowly, carefully, the smaller gargants circled him. Was this strategy? Maybe they were biding their time. If they could hold Hradoth off until Auntie came back, Yaggle thought, they might be able to turn this thing around. Out there in the Mosshorn Forest, she must have heard the commotion; surely it was only a matter of moments–

			‘Run or fight,’ Yaggle said. ‘You got to choose.’

			Hradoth glanced back and forth between the two brothers. He spat, and then removed the mangler chain from his shoulders.

			Since the flattening of the grot camp, Yaggle had assumed the manglers on either end of the chain were dead. Hradoth had knocked them quite soundly against the side of a mountain – perhaps it was a bit uncouth to wear a pair of carcasses around, but who was Yaggle to criticise? As Hradoth began to spin the chain, though, the manglers startled out of their unconsciousness with slobbering screeches. 

			Round and round Hradoth swung the manglers, like twin flails. Suddenly, he struck, releasing the slack so that one of the giant squigs hurled out towards One-Eye’s cyclopean face. The smaller gargant ducked behind a fortress wall, but Hradoth kept swinging – building momentum, spinning around till the mangler­ struck Baldoth square in his monument-shield. 

			The slab shattered. Baldoth stumbled backward over Junior, and the angry, dizzy mangler set about gnawing at his face.

			But here was One-Eye with his cathedral spire. He thrust the spire into Hradoth’s side, and the mega-gargant howled with pain. 

			Reflexively, Hradoth flung the second mangler at One-Eye. But the smaller gargant was ready: he caught the chain and swung the squig back around at Hradoth, smashing him off balance and splattering the mangler across his face. Yaggle was instantly soaked with squig-matter, and gripped the gargant’s hood all the harder as Hradoth hit the ground. 

			Why had he done this? Why in the name of Behemat and all the Bad Moons that had ever risen did he think it was a good idea to get involved in a spat between gargants? He’d got so absorbed in pretending to be Behemat that he’d acted like he really was a god. And maybe he saw a bit of himself in the gargant, cast out from everyone he ever knew…

			Stupid. He was a stupid git. If he survived, he swore not to make the same mistakes.

			The ground rumbled. Auntie was coming nearer. But behind them, Baldoth was down, the surviving mangler munching happily on his head. Only moments more to turn this around.

			‘Get One-Eye,’ Yaggle shouted. ‘You got to get ’im now!’

			One-Eye leapt towards Hradoth, plainly hoping to grapple him and keep him on the ground. The mega-gargant rolled aside, flattening a whole row of dormitories, and seized the great bronze bell from the bell tower. He whirled around, raised it high, and brought it down on One-Eye’s head: once, twice, and a third time, the bell tolling with each strike. Hradoth screamed, and gobs of spittle bigger than Yaggle flew through the air. He kept right on with the bell, lost to sense. It was like watching the whole of the realm give itself over to rage. What had Yaggle got himself into?

			‘Hradoth!’ the grot yelled. ‘You’re not finished! Your auntie!’

			The mega-gargant grunted and stood up and surveyed the ruin of the town. Across all the broken masonry and ’umie wreckage stood Auntie. She was very quiet, very still, the first purple of the sunrise behind her. Hradoth hurled his bell to the ground, offhandedly squashing the surviving mangler.

			‘AUNTIE,’ Hradoth roared. ‘THIS IS ALL MINE NOW.’

			She cracked her knuckles and surveyed the devastation. But she was only one gargant. Even with her everything bloodied before her, she didn’t barrel into a fight that she would surely lose. She was shrewd, Yaggle realised. A survivor. Tears ran down her cheeks and onto her golden mail. But when she spoke, Auntie’s voice was utterly controlled. 

			‘YOU’RE A STAIN, HRADOTH.’

			The mega-gargant didn’t seem to have an answer for that.

			‘I–’ he began.

			‘MARK ME. YOU’LL GET YOURS SOON ENOUGH.’

			She turned away and thundered back into the Mosshorn. Hradoth watched her go.

			As the sun rose, Hradoth winced and raised his hand to ward the light away. Yaggle wasn’t much fonder of dawn, but the mega-gargant was at the mercy of a mounting fungal hangover. 

			‘I DON’T FEEL BETTER,’ he said.

			‘You will,’ Yaggle lied. ‘Here – sit down here.’

			The mega-gargant trundled blearily through copses of old growth. They had wandered rather aimlessly back towards Yaggle’s old territory, a place the grots called the Spiderwood, because it was dense and dark and home to giant spiders. The greatwood trunks rose high enough here that when Hradoth sprawled out, crushing swathes of forest as he did so, the treetops almost, almost obscured him. Yaggle guessed he was trying to hide from Auntie, should she come back looking for revenge. As well he ought, Yaggle thought. 

			‘I’M TIRED,’ said Hradoth.

			‘Sleep,’ said Yaggle. ‘I keep watch.’

			Hradoth lay his head back. Yaggle sat on his chest. ‘WILL YOU TELL ME A STORY?’ the gargant asked.

			The grots of Yaggle’s skrap didn’t have bedtime stories as such. But there were certainly stories that elder grots told younger spores, often to terrify or distract them, and very occasionally to instruct them on grottish paths to greatness. 

			So Yaggle told some of those last sorts of stories – tales about the Wretched Old Times Before, and the grot wizard Gritlick, who walked through hidden doors between the realms and got the better of all manner of beings, from stunties to aelves to the hateful sun deity, Glareface Frazzlegit. One thing was always the same, though: always, always, he won by lying. He tricked duardin into burying themselves underground, tricked aelves into coughing up their own souls, tricked the sun into looking elsewhere for half of every day.

			‘WIZARD TRIES TO TRICK ME,’ Hradoth mumbled, half-asleep already, ‘I SMASH HIM INTO PULP AGAINST THE SIDE OF A MOUNTAIN…’

			He sounded like he meant to say more, but he trailed off, and soon began to snore. Yaggle rested his chin in his hands and looked up at the dawn sky and frowned. 

			When he was quite sure that Hradoth was asleep, Yaggle climbed down the gargant’s hood and hopped down into the dirt. The ground swayed underneath him. He had got used to the rise and fall of strolling over the world, the rise and fall of Hradoth’s breathing.

			Yaggle sighed and ducked into the brush of the Spiderwood, trying to chart a path into the darkest overgrowth, away from the glare of the sun. This was the wise thing, he told himself. Sure, it was fun to look down on the realm and laugh, but he’d been lucky to survive one night, getting tangled up with a gargant. When the big guy woke up, he was going to realise that something was off, or else he was going to get into a blood feud with some distant relative, and either way Yaggle would end up as mush. 

			Of course, he’d have to lie low for a while and find a farmer to murder, but that wasn’t so bad. A boring life was a safe one. And the skrap had raided more ’umie settlements than he could count on his fingers – he knew where to find enough of them that he could keep himself in livestock for a good long while.

			He’d just about convinced himself when he heard the rattle of leaves and the snapping of branches all around him. There was a loud chittering, and the scratching of claws along the forest floor. 

			They emerged from the canopy: a line of giant spiders. Dozens of them. On their backs rode grim-faced Spiderfang grots in bone-and-chitin armour.

			‘You!’ shouted one of the Spiderfangs, pointing at Yaggle with his spear from atop an arachnarok. ‘You’s one of them Pitskulker gitz! Wot got squashed by dat gargant! Come with us – we’s going to get even. And stop ’im squishing the rest of us.’

			Before Yaggle could think of a convincing excuse to do any other thing than go along, one of the Spiderfangs grabbed him by the arm and swung him up to another grot, who caught him and swept him up into the howdah on the arachnarok. Yaggle blinked and shook his head.

			‘I got the sick in my guts like you,’ said the Spiderfang in the howdah. ‘We ’n the Pitskulkers go way back. Loonboss Wazzit’s a stupid git. Too soft. But he din’t deserve what happened to ’im. And it sure ain’t gonna happen to us.’

			Yaggle stared at him.

			‘I gets it,’ said the Spiderfang. ‘You’s out ’ere to kill the gargant yerself, I bet. Well, you en’t gonna do it alone. Have a spear! ’Ere’s we go!’

			The grot tossed Yaggle a spear, and the line of spiders burst through the broken brush and into the new clearing Hradoth had made when he lay down. The gargant was still sprawled out flat on his back, his breathing like a slow, heavy storm-wind. 

			Slowly, carefully, the spiders converged on his sleeping bulk. 

			‘Right,’ said the Spiderfang. ‘We’s gonna wrap ’im up with the spiders’ webs, and then bite ’im all at once. Pump in as much poison as we can.’

			It wasn’t a bad plan, Yaggle thought. Maybe this would all work out. He was lucky, really! If he hadn’t left the mega-gargant, he’d be sitting there like a git while arachnaroks circled. But if the Spiderfangs got rid of Hradoth, he wouldn’t have to worry about getting tangled up with gargants again. Maybe he could join the Spiderfangs! Riding an arachnarok wasn’t exactly striding over the realm, but he could make it work. 

			And if a certain ill-defined discomfort tapped at the back of his skull… well, that was just the anxiety of lost opportunity. It was a shame to let a pliant mega-gargant go to waste. But you had to weigh your risk.

			‘Oy!’ shouted a grot in the next howdah over. ‘What’re you doin’ ’ere?!’

			Yaggle was struck by a terrible suspicion that he recognised the voice. Slowly, he turned his head to find his old loonboss, Wazzit, staring at him with rage and disbelief.

			‘You told me he was dead,’ Yaggle said quietly.

			The Spiderfang boss frowned back at him in confusion. ‘No! I’s sayin’ he din’t deserve wot happened to ’im. His whole skrap got squished! He en’t a boss no more!’

			‘Stop!’ Wazzit screamed. ‘Stop! Stop! Grab ’im! I’m doin’ wot I shoulda done a long time ago.’

			The Spiderfang still looked bewildered. ‘Wot?’

			‘He’s with the gargant!’ Wazzit shouted. ‘I… was too shamed to tell you. It weren’t just the gargant. I was too soft. I kicked out this git and he came back for blood.’

			Yaggle sighed, stabbed the Spiderfang through the back, and leapt from the howdah, rolling into the dirt with a rough tumble, but keeping hold of his spear. He sprinted faster than he could ever remember sprinting, heading straight for Hradoth’s open palm. Behind him, he heard spiders screeching as they collided.

			He made another great leap and grabbed hold of the webbed skin between the gargant’s fingers, heaving himself up onto Hradoth’s hand. He hardly dared to look back – after a moment’s confusion, the arachnaroks were surely charging headlong now; it was only a matter of time…

			A spear thunked into Hradoth’s arm just a short measure ahead. It stuck in, but it wasn’t enough to fully break the skin or draw blood, and the gargant kept right on sleeping. Another spear whizzed by – a third grazed his leg. Yaggle yelped and ran up the makeshift lumber gauntlet on Hradoth’s arm, up his bicep and onto his chest.

			‘Help!’ he screamed. ‘You’s got to wake up! Spiders! Help!’ 

			The gargant snored on. Yaggle tried stabbing him in the chest with his spear for good measure, but it was the same as all the other spears – it didn’t even break the skin. 

			Now Yaggle did look behind him, and immediately regretted it. The first of the arachnaroks was crawling up Hradoth’s bulk, with the old loonboss Wazzit screaming murder from the howdah. 

			‘Get ’im! Get ’im!’

			The answer came to him at the very last moment, like all his best plans. He leapt onto Hradoth’s chin, then again over the chasm of his mouth, so that he was perched on his upper lip. Then he jabbed his spear into the gargant’s nostril and twirled it around, tickling the massive strands of his nose hairs. Again, he called, ‘Help! You’s got to wake up! Spiders!’

			This time, the reaction was immediate. Hradoth jerked upright, cough-laughing. Yaggle jumped from the gargant’s lip and grabbed hold of the hem of his hood just moments before the massive hand rose to swat away the irritant. 

			Yaggle found his old position on the gargant’s shoulder, by his ear. ‘Spiders!’ he shouted. ‘You got to get the spiders!’

			Hradoth was untroubled. He casually seized the abdomen of the arachnarok crawling over his arm, and flung it away into the trees. Then he climbed to his feet, looking out over the circle of giant spiders. 

			‘SO SMALL,’ he said.

			As it happened, arachnaroks were a favourite snack of Hradoth’s, and he had recovered some of his appetite. The two sat in silence for some time while the gargant munched spider-legs – Hradoth on the forest floor, and Yaggle on his shoulder.

			‘HELP,’ Hradoth said after a while.

			‘Eh?’

			‘YOU ASKED FOR HELP.’

			So he heard that.

			‘NOT VERY GODLY,’ Hradoth added.

			‘Well,’ said Yaggle. ‘It was a test! A test of my mighty servant!’ It sounded pitiful, even to him. ‘You passed,’ he finished.

			‘YOU WERE SCARED. WHY WOULD A GOD BE SCARED OF SPIDERS?’

			‘Well…’ 

			Yaggle strained for an answer, a plan, but nothing was coming. Not at the last moment, not at all. He sighed. 

			‘I got to tell you the truth,’ he said. ‘The whole truth.’

			The gargant grunted. 

			Yaggle thought about how it was back in the skrap. He made the plans, and Wazzit (who was very definitely squished now) called them his own. Brains and voice – they weren’t exactly one and the same. 

			‘I en’t Behemat exactly,’ he said. ‘I’s only the voice. Y’see? A prophet, like. To speak the godbeast’s will. I know what he knows and say what he wants. I still get scared sometimes, but I’s a son of Behemat. Just like you.’

			The mega-gargant’s great hooded head turned, and he considered the grot on his shoulder. There was a dull curiosity in his expression, but Yaggle couldn’t tell what was happening behind the mask, behind the eyes. Did he believe it? Did he want to believe it? And if not, could he overlook the lie?

			‘TELL ME,’ Hradoth rumbled, ‘SOMETHING ONLY A GOD WOULD KNOW.’

			Maybe, just maybe, Yaggle could discern a ghost of a smile on the mega-gargant’s face. The grot closed his eyes, and pressed his fingertips to his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut and furrowed his brow, and he thought of all those ’umie settlements spread across Ghur, all those farmers and villages. 

			‘I, Behemat, is going to lead you, Hradoth, to your next meal, and the next, and the next. A realm full of square meals, y’see?’ Yaggle opened his eyes and smiled up at the gargant, and he was astonished to realise that his smile was genuine. ‘I tell you the truth.’

			‘LET’S GET STARTED, THEN,’ said Hradoth, and he stood so that the two of them towered over the whole of the world. ‘I’M READY FOR AFTERS.’
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			Krult watched as three mournfangs loped back into the camp: bristling, high-shouldered beasts, equal parts bear, boar and sheer bloody-mindedness. Their riders almost dwarfed them. Krult sometimes felt it was hard to say who would come back riding who, and which combination would be faster. He levered his vast bulk up from the boulder he’d taken as his impromptu throne, feeling the faintest edge of chill mountain wind through the iron, leather and layers of fat he was wrapped in.

			When Vulk, the lead rider, got close to the throne, Krult slapped him hard enough to knock him clean out of the saddle. That was just a greeting, though – the Meatfist way of wishing each other a good morning.

			Vulk was on his feet quickly, culling club in hand, and his mount lowered its head in threat, ready to bring those sickle tusks up for gutting. Leadership challenges from his subordinates were a daily occurrence for Krult. Life would be boring any other way.

			‘Yeah?’ Krult asked, looming over the pair of them and cracking his knuckles, each sounding a little cannonade.

			‘Yeah!’ Vulk shouted back, strings of slobber mixing with blood from a carved-up lip.

			‘Yeah?’ Krult repeated, looming a bit more. There wasn’t a runt amongst the ogors in his warband, but none of them came past his shoulder. None of them had packed in as much as he had, in life and under the belt.

			‘Maybe not this time,’ Vulk grunted, surly.

			‘Thought not. So what ’appened? I mean, I don’t much like counting things, but I know I sent four of youse out. ‘Where’s Burl? Got peckish and ate his mournfang again?’

			‘Dead,’ Vulk said. ‘And it weren’t like the gnobs said. Town’s full of dead-boys.’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘The moving kind. Bony-boys. No yoomans.’ Vulk reported. ‘Stuck Burl full o’ spears.’

			‘Imagine my surprise,’ Krult said. ‘Breakfast is in the pot. Go get stuck in.’

			‘I get Burl’s share?’

			‘Burl’s share’s mine, he’s dim enough to get himself spitted.’ Krult clapped his hands together, the echo booming off the slopes behind them. ‘Siege is off, lads.’

			A chorus of disappointed moans rose up from the warband.

			‘’Stead, we’re goin’ to have ourselves what them yoomans call a picnic.’ Krult lingered over the exotic word. ‘Since you romped off, Gnoblars come whispered in me ear’ole that them yoomans what was in the fort just up and ran, and now thanks to Burl’s valuable scoutin’ effort, we know why. Yoomans’re camped out in the open now, so we get to go to lunch without all that walls nonsense. So hooray for con-vee-nyent dinin’.’ He savoured the words he knew his followers wouldn’t understand. ‘Think of it like eating a nut without havin’ to take the shell off.’

			‘Who takes the shells off nuts?’ demanded Vulk.

			‘The shell’s the best bit!’ shouted one of the Leadbelchers, and then everyone was arguing over what nuts were best, and didn’t Krult used to have that Gnoblar he’d trained to shell them for him, and why’d he eat him, anyway, and…

			Krult allowed himself a smile. The sound of ogors bickering and slapping one another about the head was the sound of a happy camp.

			Then a tinny note sounded and he rolled his eyes. Apparently it wasn’t just going to be a lazy day of open-air dining on evicted humans after all. One of the camp Gnoblars scurried towards Krult, weaving between the hulking ogors and frantically blowing its little trumpet to let them know it was an important messenger and not a snack.

			‘What?’ Krult growled.

			‘Visitors, O Great an’ Voracious Tyrant!’

			Krult blinked. ‘You what?’

			The Gnoblar drew itself to its full height; a pointless exercise. ‘Come from where the yoomans is.’

			‘How many? One of ’em comin’ here to beg or, like, all of ’em with swords?’

			The Gnoblar began to sweat and tried to do something complex with its fingers. By then, Krult could see the visitors approaching. 

			A slender aelven woman led the way, white haired and dressed in the sort of fabric that looked like it would get stuck between your teeth. A little rat’s leaving of a human was skulking in her shadow, and behind him came the more interesting prospect of one of Sigmar’s chosen – a Stormcast Eternal in gleaming golden mail, a match in height for the shortest of the ogors. The warband looked on in surprise. Usually you had to chase this sort of snack around – it didn’t tend to come to you.

			The town of Ort had only existed for two hundred days. Miners at the periphery of the most recent Dawnbringer crusade had established the settlement while in search of the rich ore seams these Ghurian mountains promised. They’d come in well supplied and had built stout walls first. It hadn’t mattered. A gate in one of the mines had spewed out a skeletal host – Ossiarch Bone­reapers – all impeccable discipline and gold-turquoise armour. The miners had scattered, and without their strength, the rest of the town had fled for the wilds.

			Now Ort was owned by the dead. The detachment of Stormcasts that Sigmar had sent to their aid wasn’t enough to change that any time soon, and so Nagash had secured a fortified position worryingly close to several foothill settlements. 

			Celarais wasn’t the sort you’d expect to see at Ort. A Lumineth aelf tended to stand out amongst human and duardin miners. She had arrived there at the culmination of a personal quest for knowledge, and she’d located the man she sought just as the first alarm calls had sounded.

			And now this.

			Under the hungry gaze of the ogors, Celarais glanced over her shoulder as she walked. ‘You weren’t needed, Stenarius,’ she said calmly.

			The Stormcast Eternal remained impassive. ‘Nonetheless,’ he replied, the mask he wore echoing his words slightly, his voice devoid of tone or character.

			Celarais turned to look at him. She peered into the slits of his mask, trying and failing to see the glitter of his eyes beneath. Travelling with Stormcasts was always disconcerting. It was as if she’d been placed in the care of a disapproving chaperone.

			Looking down from Stenarius’ blank visage, she met the gaze of the third of their meagre delegation – the little man she’d come all this way to find, now skulking mutinously in Stenarius’ shadow. Her secret weapon, she supposed. He was a scrawny weasel of a human, and even bundled in furs he was not much bigger than the grot-like things the ogors kept as servants. His eyes darted hatred at her.

			Then they were before the ogor leader. He was a head taller and half a gut wider than any of the others. His sheer gravity made Celarais feel like the surrounding peaks were leaning in towards him. He sat on a boulder that his broad backside virtually eclipsed, leaning forwards with meaty hands on his knees. Strung about his neck was a collection of trophies: coins, metal scraps, rings, amulets, skulls of a dozen different races. Oddly enough, the sight of this gave her hope.

			‘Greetings, O Tyrant!’ she called up to him. ‘I am an ambassador of the people of Ort, so cruelly forced from their home.’

			He nodded vacantly, his eyes flicking to Stenarius’ gleaming metal form.

			Celarais noticed the other ogors were slowly closing in around them, drooling and smacking their lips. 

			‘Before you devour us,’ she said quickly, ‘might I have the honour of a word?’

			I have stood before tougher audiences than this one, she told herself. True, her Lumineth siblings despaired of her for her unorthodox pursuits. She’d had a long and chequered career as a roaming scholar. It would be a shame for it to end in the belly of an ogor at this interesting juncture. But it wasn’t the first time Celarais had dealt with their kind, and right now she was the best hope anyone in the town had of avoiding annihilation.

			The Tyrant leant closer, peering at her. His face split in an expression that showed a lot of ferocious teeth, but Celarais chose to interpret it as a smile.

			‘You stand before Krult Lardihands, twigling. And be prop’ly honoured, for I ’ave chewed the gristle of your kind before and a sour and slender meal I had of it.’ His eyes flicked to Stenarius again. ‘His lot, though, I have not had the honour. Always wondered if there was a proper feast inside all that tin, or if it was just fizz and spittle.’

			‘You’ll never know,’ Stenarius declared flatly.

			For a moment Celarais thought Krult would take that as a challenge, but instead he just laughed.

			‘Let me spare you some yap,’ the ogor said, turning back to her. ‘I know what you’re after. Been here before with yoomans and duardin and orruks, and some of them got ate and some of them din’t. You got a dead-boy problem and you want us to get you back in your homes again.’

			Celarais blinked, reassessing.

			‘I done my time as a Maneater, when I was a little’un,’ Krult told her. ‘I got my teeth bloody in all the realms there are. I fought in a var-i-erty of wars. Learned some new words like “var-i-erty”. Ate a lot of good flesh. Good times. Come home since, though, and I got the tribe to think of now. Hungry lads and lasses. Can’t just go being a yooman’s battering ram for old times’ sake. Now, about your fizz-and-spittle boy there. What you want for him?’

			‘I haven’t made my offer yet.’

			Krult looked almost embarrassed for her. ‘Look, twigling, I know how it is. You shivering out in the cold ’cos the dead-boys got inside your nice nutshell walls. We’ll come light a few fires and keep you all warm, how about that?’

			‘I can promise you a feast.’

			‘Well, yeah.’

			‘Not human flesh, but a feast all the same.’

			He picked her up. He was far quicker than she’d thought, his reach longer, and he had her by the collar of her cloak before she could move. Half strangled, she was hoisted up onto one of his iron-shod boots, putting them just about eye to eye. She frantically waved Stenarius back.

			‘You got a name?’

			‘Celarais of the Lumineth.’

			‘Blimey. Celery it is. Just ’cos I know long words don’t mean I like ’em.’ He shook his head. ‘Here’s how it is, Celery. Don’t think I ain’t simper-theh-tic,’ he said, pronouncing the word with a frown of concentration, ‘but you got nothing to offer us. I know what’s good eating and what ain’t.’ He grinned fondly. ‘We ’ad some of them Chaos boys last time, din’t we, lads?’

			‘Spicy!’ the nearest ogor agreed.

			‘And then there was them orruks!’ boomed a massive ogor woman, the pockets of her butcher’s apron bulging with utensils and bones.

			‘You and your orruks,’ Krult grumbled. ‘That green stuff’s not even proper meat. Practic’ly ’ealthy. And those rats! Remember the rats?’

			‘That green glowy stuff made my teeths fall out,’ mumbled one of the ogors. ‘Never grew back proper.’

			‘But dead-boys…’ Krult shook his massive head mournfully. ‘Now don’t get me wrong, there’s the bitey kind and the chewy kind, and sometimes you want to age your meat a bit before getting your teeth into it. But my scouts say these are the crunchy kind of dead-boys, which means there’s no feast at the end of the fight, so you got nothing to offer.’ He gave her another smile. ‘I mean, good on you for trying, Celery. Don’t blame you. But you go tell your people we’re coming to dinner our way.’

			‘May I present,’ Celarais said, ‘Hugh Pen Andual, head chef to the court of Baron Antehac of Bastelle?’

			Krult frowned at her. ‘Dunno. May you?’

			Stenarius shoved the little human into the ogor’s sight. He stood there, shoulders hunched, scowling.

			‘If you’re offering him,’ grunted Krult, ‘ain’t more than a mouthful.’

			‘Funny story,’ Celarais said, putting on her best and brightest smile and seeing it vanish in the darkness of the ogor Tyrant’s open maw. ‘You may not believe it, but you and I share an interest. The culinary arts. The preparation of food. I’m more about the theory and you’re more for the… practical side, but…’ She was talking too fast and too much, she knew. ‘I tracked Master Pen Andual down because of his reputation. An expert of his trade who has prepared the finest delicacies for the most varied and exacting palates. And you’re right. Nobody is going to be sitting down to a meal of Bonereapers when this is done. But the “crunchy” kind of undead won’t touch any of the town’s supplies, and if we can retake Ort, I pledge that Hugh here will provide you with a feast of tastes and flavours such as you have never experienced before. Or you can just eat him now, but then you’ll never know.’

			Hugh squawked at that, which the ogors found hilarious. Krult peered down at him doubtfully.

			‘He’s very small. Don’t see how he can know anything about eatin’ if he’s so small.’

			‘It works differently for humans,’ said Celarais.

			Krult squinted, as though Hugh were growing smaller with every second. ‘Can I have your fizzle-boy while I think about it?’

			‘I’m sorry, he’s not mine to give,’ she said. ‘But I can vouch for Hugh’s skill. He won’t disappoint.’

			Krult sat back. ‘Brugha!’ he shouted, and the big ogoress with the apron lurched over. ‘How’s breakfast coming?’

			‘It’s boilin’,’ she told him.

			‘Course it’s boilin’,’ Krult grumbled. ‘It’s always boilin’ with you.’

			Celarais felt a sudden stab of hope. He’d been a Maneater, like he said. He’d travelled. He’d developed tastes. 

			The Tyrant leant forwards and flicked at Hugh, startling the little man towards Brugha so that he almost ended up in her apron pocket.

			‘Put him to work. Have ’im spice up breakfast,’ Krult said. ‘Let’s see what your little friend’s work tastes like, Celery. Or what he tastes like. Either’s good.’

			‘I’m not doing it,’ Hugh hissed.

			Celarais glanced over at Brugha, who didn’t look the patient sort. ‘Yes, you are. You’re a cook. They’re hungry. It’s not complicated.’

			Hugh’s eyes bulged with outrage. ‘I am a chef!’ he almost howled. ‘I am an artist, a seeker of perfection in the culinary arts. A man of skill and finesse. Why else would one such as you seek me out? And these… things? You could give them stones and they’d eat them. Trees, soil, rotten carcasses. Am I to degrade my talents by throwing my pearls before such swine–?’ His voice stopped with a squeak as the point of Celarais’ dagger touched his Adam’s apple. Brugha gave a thunderous belch of laughter.

			‘You think I’m nice,’ said Celarais. 

			Hugh blinked at her.

			‘You think I’m a delicate Lumineth flower, fresh out of the Lyceum Fundamental and doing the grand tour. You think I want you to run the gold-plated kitchens in my palace, is that it?’

			‘Yes?’ He swallowed around the point of the blade.

			‘Hugh Pen Andual,’ she said firmly. ‘I know about you. I know your history, which courts you swore fealty to and what meats you served there. I know the sicknesses that came to them, and that you, of all men, walked from those ruined halls alive. Do not pretend to me that your fine craft is too good for ogors.’

			His face had gone a strange colour. ‘You can’t know that. There were no witnesses.’

			‘Do you think the dead don’t talk? The current occupiers of Ort might beg to differ. You and I are going to have a conversation, Master Pen Andual.  But right now you are going to ply your trade to convince these ogors to hire on with us, or I will give you to Krult as a toothbrush.’

			‘Toothpick,’ he corrected automatically.

			‘As if you have that much spine,’ Celarais said.

			Hugh sent his best scowl at Brugha’s back as she stomped over to the enormous cauldron at the heart of the ogor’s camp. Against the monstrous visages of the creatures around him, it had scant impact.

			Cursed aelf witch, he thought to himself. And he’d been so flattered when she had come to find him. He’d been running for a long time, and felt that a nice, cushy position in the household of some aelven family was just what he could do with. But now he was trapped in a camp of monsters, and the aelf had turned out to be a monster herself. 

			The lip of the cauldron was taller than he was. He stared at the vast iron pot balefully. ‘Boiling? That’s the limit of your culinary sophistication?’

			‘Them’s some fancy words,’ the ogoress said cheerfully. ‘Bet they’d taste luvverly if I shoved ’em back down your throat.’ She whistled hard and four Gnoblars hurried over with a pan the size of a door. ‘Got a skillet. Got all the skewers you want. But the big pot’s the thing.’ She leant towards him. ‘The big pot feeds everyone, Panhandle. The big pot is the mouth of the Gulping God.’

			‘Pen Andual,’ he corrected.

			‘’S what I said. Panhandle.’

			‘I suppose it will have to be a casserole,’ he said morosely. ‘May I see what meats you have available?’

			Brugha chuckled. ‘How’s about I boost you up to the lip of the pot and you can have a look?’

			‘I was not born yesterday, madam. Do you have fish?’

			‘Got fish.’

			‘Fowl?’

			She scratched at her belly. ‘I mean, things what had wings once.’

			‘Animal flesh that’s been hung for at least seven days?’

			‘At least? Yeah.’

			‘And do you have a table or something I can lay my ingredients out on?’

			Three of the Gnoblars ended up on their hands and knees, their bony backs providing the work surface as Hugh laid out his packets and bottles: spices, oils, herbs and other things. Brugha watched him suspiciously.

			‘That’s food where you come from, is it?’

			‘This, madam, is seasoning. No matter what old rot you have, I will transform it into a feast worthy of…’ He sighed. ‘Kings. I have been chef to kings and lords. I have been the toast of grand courts and select society. And now this. No matter. I shall rise – or rather lower myself – to the challenge.’ He commanded another Gnoblar to bend over so he could step up onto its back, and sniffed at the pot’s contents. Miscellaneous, he thought, giving his best assessment. He opened one of the bottles and tapped out a little pile of yellow powder into his palm.

			‘What’s that?’ Brugha asked derisively.

			‘A pinch, madam.’

			She plucked the bottle from him with surprising dexterity and emptied it into her own hand.

			‘Pinch,’ she repeated, and dropped the rest into the pot too.

			So it went. A select blend of flavours, each of them turned from a subtle murmur into a scream worthy of a Chaos lord when Brugha got her hands on it. The scent of the evolving stew was drawing all the ogors in, though, so it was clearly working. Towards the end, the huge monsters were pushed in so close that Hugh was working in constant shadow, and Brugha had to periodically club them back.

			With the aid of that distraction, Hugh added his final, most secret ingredient. The green bottle he kept up his sleeve for special occasions. He was nobody’s fool, and he was no aelf’s slave, nor an ogor’s captive either. It wouldn’t be the first time that one of his feasts had been the diners’ last meal.

			‘Just a pinch,’ he whispered to himself, and snickered.

			The ogors tucked in with gusto. They did everything with gusto, Hugh considered wearily. He sat on a rock and watched them, waiting. Always a pleasure to see the results of one’s hard work. He took particular joy in watching that brute Krult emptying a vast bronze bowl of the stew down his gaping throat.

			The ogor Tyrant smacked his lips and then his eyes bulged. He bellowed and slapped the great lump of his belly. ‘Oh yes!’ he roared. ‘That’s got a sting to it! That’s… sumpt-yoo-us! That is say-vry, is what that is. Blimey, ain’t had nothing like it!’ Krult lumbered over to Hugh, and for a moment looked like he was about to slap him companionably on the back, which would have resulted in every one of the chef’s ribs parting company with its neighbour. ‘You done good, Panhandle. A proper little priest of the Hungry One, you are.’

			Hugh became aware of Celarais at his elbow. She was holding a small ogor bowl in both hands, its contents pointedly untouched. ‘Looks like you did your job beyond expectations, “Panhandle”,’ she said.

			He stared rebelliously at her.

			‘Despite all those “secret ingredients” I’m sure you put in the pot while Brugha’s back was turned,’ she continued. ‘And for that reason, I won’t be joining in.’ She passed her bowl to a passing Gnoblar, who accepted it with gibbering glee. It necked the contents and promptly dropped dead.

			Hugh looked from the little corpse to the harsh brightness of the aelf’s smile. ‘How did you know?’ he demanded.

			‘I guessed. I’ve been on your trail a while, Pen Andual. I’ve got to know your preferred way of leaving unwanted company. Kill them or make them sick, and then make your exit. It’s how you handled the Fyreslayers at Brassneck. It’s what you did with that Idoneth raiding party that captured you. Seemed a fair bet you’d try to wriggle out of our predicament the same way. But in all the history of the Mortal Realms, nobody ever killed an ogor by feeding it something.’

			Krult prodded her in the shoulder with a massive finger.

			‘Good eatin’,’ he rumbled. ‘Got any more?’

			‘Ah, well, Tyrant, it so happens that the good people of Ort founded their town with bountiful supplies, and they would be delighted to make them available for Master Pen Andual here to cook up a feast that would take the edge off even your appetite.’

			Krult’s eyes narrowed. ‘Let me guess. It’s all behind them walls with the dead-boys.’

			‘Alas, yes. However, as we discussed, they are the… ah… drier kind of undead. They won’t be raiding the cellars of Ort while they garrison the place. So, if you could only help us get back inside the walls, well…’ 

			The ogor looked from her to Hugh. ‘Celery,’ he growled, ‘you and Panhandle got yourself a deal.’

			Even with Stenarius as her witness, Celarais had a difficult time convincing the evicted inhabitants of Ort of the plan. It was impossible to read the unit of Stormcast Eternals; even those who doffed their helms had faces worn to blankness by repeated lives and deaths. The miners’ expressions, however, were a mix of fear, doubt and scorn. Ogors were their enemies, one of many threats they’d built the walls to ward against. 

			She faced them down, one aelven woman against a mob of humans and duardin armed with axes, picks and crossbows, and clad in half-decent mail. You didn’t go into the mountains of Ghur without being ready for a fight, after all.

			‘Sometimes there are other ways to deal with an enemy than fighting,’ she told them. ‘You’re about to see that those walls out there would barely have slowed them down. Just be glad they’re on your side now. But if we’re to take advantage of this, we need to march on Ort right away. Otherwise the ogors will forget our deal and wander off, or come for us.’

			‘Let them,’ said one of the Stormcasts, her voice hollow from inside her helm.

			‘I’d rather let them fight the undead,’ Celarais explained patiently. ‘If they attack us after – and they might – then you’ll get to test your mettle against them.’

			In Celarais’ absence, the Stormcasts had organised the miners so that what now stood before the walls of Ort bore some resemblance to a military force. And they were tough people, the miners. You didn’t travel all this way from one of Sigmar’s cities if you weren’t ready for hardship. They would fight, but with their own walls turned against them, they stood no chance alone.

			Celarais could see rigid rows of spears lining those walls now, and the midday sun was gleaming from the gilded armour of the undead. Ossiarch Bonereapers that had poured forth from Shyish without warning. Every month it seemed there was another hole that opened up, linking one realm to another, and never to anybody’s advantage save the enemy’s.

			The sour duardin who’d appointed himself spokesman stomped over to where Celarais stood.  ‘I don’t see any sign of…’ he muttered, breaking off as the ogors made their presence known. They came with the thunder of mournfang hooves, the groan of wheels and the roar of the ogor Bellowers. She saw the shudder that rippled through the townsfolk when the gluttonous horde actually lurched into view. From the walls of Ort came what she could only describe as a deathly silence, but she had the sense that the undead were icily outraged.

			Krult, too vast even for the sturdy mournfangs, shoved his way through his ogors, stopping well within spear-reach of the closest humans and patently unworried about it. He beamed down at Celarais and slapped a hand ringingly across the vast brass disc of his bellyguard.

			‘I hear you got some dead-boys need smashing,’ he declared.

			She inclined her head towards the town.

			‘What? You let them nick off with your walls. Careless.’ He was enjoying himself far too much.

			A violet crackle of magic arced from the walls, searing a blackened scar ten yards from the ogors – a ranging shot. ‘I saw that!’ Krult yelled. ‘We ain’t started yet.’

			The voice of the undead captain carried to them clearly. Magic, though of course every aspect of the animate dead was magical in some respect.

			‘I am Ankahnet, Sword of the Dusktide. This stronghold and this land has been claimed in the name of Nagash, the Great Necromancer, the Undying King, the Tyrant of Bones, in whose everlasting name shall the march of death continue eternal, past the horizon of all the realms. Begone, ill-favoured filth, or we shall use your bones to build with.’

			Krult took off his fur-trimmed helm and wiped his brow. ‘Blimey,’ he said. ‘Talks more than you do, Celery. Who’da thunk you’d get so much wind from a thing with no guts.’

			Another bolt of magic coruscated through the air and scorched the earth near the mournfangs. Krult waved at the walls good humouredly.

			‘Let’s get them gates down,’ he declared. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘I’ll wager our gates against the horns of your beasts,’ the duardin leader shouted.

			Krult grinned. ‘You must think we are all kinds of un-civver-lised. ‘’Ere, shorty, you watch this. You’ll like it. It’s what we ogors call henjin-eer-in’.’

			He waved, and his Bellower put meaty hands to lips and hollered, ‘Stomp!’

			The warband began swaying forwards – beasts and wagons and the thunder of ogor boots. At the fore were a dozen ogors carrying what Celarais had initially thought were hand-held battering rams. As they levelled them, she realised they were cannons – the sort of weapon a duardin or human would need a wheeled carriage and a crew of three to operate.

			‘Bang!’ shouted the Bellower, and the ogor guns thundered. As the smoke cleared, Celarais could make out a scattershot of scars and holes across the face of the walls, though nothing that would serve as a breach. Undead artillery began raining down, the ogors their targets. The Stormcasts and their lightly armoured fellows were marching with all speed to get in close while the opportunity lasted.

			Krult peered at the walls. To Celarais’ astonishment the ogor fished out a tiny pair of spectacles from within his reeking tunic and balanced them on his broad nose. She wondered uneasily which scholar had furnished him with the instrument, and how they had tasted.

			Krult gave another signal and the Bellower roared, ‘Boom!’ The Leadbelchers slouched off to one side, still loosing their ordnance, but now something else was thundering forwards. One of their beasts, Celarais saw – not a mournfang, but a stout rhinox. Some lunatic had saddled the thing with a cannon three times the size of the ogor perched behind it.

			The rhinox was still charging when the cannon went off, the force of the blast bringing the creature to a dead stop. The cheer of the miners told Celarais the gates of Ort had been breached.

			But the Bonereapers knew no shock. Ranks of bony spear-carriers were spindling out to meet them, clicking neatly into a perfect, unliving order. The first wave of the miners was repelled by their forest of points, but the Stormcasts  charged in, spear to spear, shield to shield. The sun, now clearing the highest peaks, was blindingly bright against their sigmarite mail. For a moment Celarais thought they’d simply smash through the Bonereapers and charge right into the town, but the undead held firm. Then the mournfangs came in and took the enemy in the flank, the ogors joyously rushing their mounts right into the undead phalanx, heedless of their spears. The few Bonereapers that remained fell back to the gate, the trampled armour and broken ribs of their fellows left in their wake.

			Celarais watched until the fighting had pushed through the breach, the Stormcasts leading the charge into the town, and then retired to update her journal.

			Later, the casualties started to come in, and it turned out the Bonereapers were far from defeated. The undead captain, Ankahnet, had surrounded the town’s central hall, and his forces were holding, his magic and the rigid ranks of his spears taking a savage toll from the attackers. It became her problem when Stenarius came and stood pointedly at the edge of her vision until she was forced to acknowledge him.

			‘I thought you’d be fighting,’ she said.

			‘I would rather be fighting,’ he told her flatly. ‘I am sent to you instead. Your ogors have retreated. You are to return them to the fray.’

			‘Retreated?’ She frowned. That didn’t sound like ogors. ‘They got badly mauled, or…?’

			‘No,’ Stenarius said, with just a hint of anger in his monotone voice. ‘They have stopped to eat. Come.’ 

			The roar of the melee was loud from inside the walls of Ort. Screams, the clash of weapons, a crackle of magic. And the ogors…

			…were outside the town, camped around the splintered breach their guns had made. Pelts and fleeces littered the ground, and they were sitting around eating and drinking. Although the majority of the warband were grinding bones and raw flesh between their fist-sized teeth, Krult had a helmet pinched between his thumb and forefinger in a bizarre parody of decorum. Whatever liquid was inside bubbled and steamed.

			‘If it ain’t Celery!’ he hailed her. ‘Sit down, make yerself at home. Have some blood tea. ‘’S made with real blood.’

			‘What’s going on?’ she demanded, equally aware of both the ogor’s lazy stares and the fighting still ongoing on the other side of the wall.

			‘’S a yooman thing,’ Krult told her. ‘Picnic. Very so-fisty-catered, ain’t we?’

			‘Why aren’t you fighting?’

			‘Teatime, innit? ’Sides, your lot’s got stuck in now. We held the door open for you, din’t we?’ His face was sincerity personified, but there was a little gleam in his eyes that said he knew exactly what he was doing. ‘Maybe we’ll wander in later, after everyone’s done stabbin’ everyone else. No point arriving before the table’s laid, am I right, Panhandle?’

			The diminutive figure at his elbow that Celarais had first thought to be one of the ogor’s grot-like retinue, turned to face her. Hugh Pen Andual, wearing a Gnoblar helmet, the cheek-guards flapping about his hollow face, met her gaze with very little embarrassment.

			‘What is this?’ Celarais demanded.

			‘Ah, well, great lady,’ Hugh said, layering on the unction. ‘If you know as much about me as you claim, you’ll know what I do is survive. Even when my lord and his retinue fell to the flesh-eater madness, I survived. If anything, my status at court actually improved. I like to be on the winning side, and it struck me that Krult here is going to be on the winning side no matter who ends up in possession of Ort. There will be a feast either way.’

			Celarais opened her mouth, searching for her next piece of diplomacy, but then shut it again, speechless.

			‘Run out of long words?’ Krult asked sympathetically. ‘Bet Panhandle’s got a few you could borrow.’

			‘I have a few choice words for “Panhandle” myself,’ Celarais said, and the ogor bellowed with laughter.

			‘Don’t be sore, Celery. You talked your way into the walls. Not your fault the dead-boys are scrappy. Don’t you worry yourself. They’ll take the bonies, we’ll mop up.’ His smile was infinitely reasonable, utterly alien. ‘That’s what the gods like to see in the realms – nothing wasted. The plates licked clean at the end.’

			There was, Celarais knew, a particularly dashing turn of phrase she could deploy that would have the ogors leaping up and rushing back to the fight. Some quip or wry observation that would motivate this great crowd of thugs and make them useful to her again. But she had no idea what it was.

			Then Stenarius stepped past her. Krult raised an eyebrow.

			‘You expressed an interest,’ Stenarius said, ‘in eating one of my kind.’

			‘’S right,’ Krult agreed. ‘I’ve got my teeth into all sorts on my travels, metal man. Never got to chew on what’s under your flashy plate, though. Offering yourself up, are you? Mighty o-bly-jin’ of you.’

			‘You want to get your teeth into me,’ Stenarius said. ‘I’m all yours. Now’s your chance to satisfy your curiosity, monster.’

			Krult went still. A tongue the size of a human forearm licked scarred lips.

			‘But first,’ Stenarius said, ‘you’ll have to catch me.’ And with that, he turned and ran. 

			Celarais was used to the implacable march of Sigmar’s chosen. She’d never have thought that so big a man, weighed down by so much metal, could have taken to his heels so quickly. And yet he was gone in an instant. The ogors, still laid out in the wan mountain sun, made a grab for him and failed, and then he was inside the gates.

			Krult bellowed, lurching to his feet. ‘Oi!’ he shouted. ‘That’s my lunch!’ He took up a club and began lashing out at his warband. ‘You ’eard ’im! He said he was lunch! Don’t just lie about. Sigmar’s on the men-yoo!’

			The ogors went from indolence to full charge in a frighteningly short span, some of them leaping onto their beasts while others lumbered through the broken gates on foot, chasing the running Stenarius all the way to where the fighting was. In their dust, Celarais and Hugh were left with a careful distance between them.

			He took the helm off.

			‘I suspect I wouldn’t have taken to the warband life in the end. Too rugged for my tastes,’ he sighed.

			‘You’d have been a mouthful the moment you stood in the wrong place,’ she told him.

			But she didn’t quite believe her own words.

			By the time his lazy mob of followers had dragged their iron-shod boots on, Krult’s metal packed lunch was already through the gates of Ort. As the ogors funnelled through the town streets, Stenarius had thrown himself into the front lines. Krult saw the undead were still holding around the central keep, the one where all the grub was stored. His mouth began to water.

			The dead-boy captain was up on a dead horse; not a scrap of meat between the pair of them. He had a fancy hat and a fancy sword, and there were some dead-boy wizards beside him, throwing their magic tricks into the human and duardin lines. The spells made a mess of the little people and danced like a pretty light show around the armour of the Stormcasts. The Bone­reapers were keeping them all back, except Stenarius, who charged right into the teeth of it. Krult grunted in approval. He liked it when his prey had spirit.

			The Stormcast Eternal hit the spears so hard Krult reckoned he’d graciously decided to skewer himself ready for roasting. But the shafts splintered aside from his shield and mail, and he shouldered into the midst of the enemy with the sort of abandon that even Krult blinked at. The Tyrant was already running full tilt at the head of his mob, and there wasn’t much that could stop a charging host of ogors.

			All but the unluckiest humans got out of the way as he came rushing in. The rest went underfoot, but that was how you made gravy, wasn’t it? Krult saw the spears ahead of him and roared at them. It didn’t shake the dead-boys, but it made him feel better. He felt their points scrape from his bellyguard and lodge uselessly in his furs. One jabbed like a needle into his thigh and another bent to snapping point against his stone-like ribs. All just pricking the appetite. The only pain that really hurt was starving.

			Stenarius had his own spear under the shield of the chief dead-boy, Ankahnet. The Bonereaper captain reeled back in his saddle, but then his own blade swept down, trailing a ghastly blue fire.

			‘Oi! No!’ Krult bellowed. ‘That’s mine! Hands off me lunch!’ 

			Stenarius brought up his shield and braced, but there was a malign sorcery on the sword so strong Krult could smell it. The edge clove through the shield, through Stenarius’ arm and deep into the body beyond. Krult heard the exultant hiss from Ankahnet.

			For one hopeful moment, as he smashed through the Bone­reapers’ lines with the sheer force of his charge, Krult thought the Stormcast had survived to be properly snacked on. Then his rent armour ruptured, and crackling lightning formed within its broken casing before it lanced up into the clear sky. Sigmar wasn’t going to share the flesh of his chosen with a hungry ogor.

			The force of the lightning had Ankahnet’s steed rearing back, and it had scorched half of Krult’s beard and eyebrows away. The ogor was raging mad right then. Mad at being denied. Furious that his morsel had just been whisked away, out of his grasp.

			Krult brought his club round in an upswing that hit the dead horse in the ribcage – bone, armour and brittle barding exploding in all directions. Ankahnet pitched back from the saddle and came down on his feet, already striking out. Krult felt the withering edge of the blade slice into his arm, carving armour, leather, skin, fat, more fat, and finally grinding to a halt deep in the sheer mass of him. He grinned down at Ankahnet, and the undead leader had no choice but to grin vacantly back.

			‘You’re only good for soup stock, bony,’ said Krult, and brought the club down. ‘And I hate soup. It’s where good eatin’ goes to die.’ All around him, his boys were clubbing and chopping at the Bonereapers, breaking their line, snapping spears and grinding ribs. Off to his left, Brugha’s weighty cleaver split the skull of one of the wizards. The undead’s defence of Ort was collapsing all around him. He smacked the Bonereaper captain down again, then stomped on the remains for good measure. He looked down and saw Stenarius’ charred armour, now nothing but metal and burned leather. Experimentally, Krult picked up the breastplate and licked the inside, but it just wasn’t the same.

			Krult’s warband was camped out in the heart of Ort, and half of the surviving townsfolk were running here and there at Hugh’s direction, emptying their cellars and stores of every last scrap to ensure the monstrous gluttons had a feast that would keep them happy. 

			Tymesina, the Stormcast who had assumed command after Stenarius’ destruction, laid a heavy hand on Celarais’ shoulder. ‘You will convince them to move on, after.’

			Celarais nodded. ‘I’ll do my best. If we feed them well, perhaps they’ll be in a good enough mood to think fondly of us and leave. They’ll be back this way eventually, though.’

			‘Let them. Reinforcements are coming,’ said Tymesina. ‘The mining prospects here are worth defending. There are a thousand swords, a thousand suits of mail in these mountains. We will fight.’

			‘Nagash will send reinforcements, too,’ Celarais replied. ‘The ogors might still be the eventual winners here, once you and the dead have fought each other to dust and exhaustion.’

			‘You underestimate Sigmar’s endurance.’

			She wondered how many times Sigmar had to reforge one of his chosen before all trace of human doubt was burned from them. ‘I’ll be gone with Pen Andual by tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I have my own quest.’

			‘What is he to you? He is no servant of Order,’ the Stormcast said.

			You don’t know the half of it, Celarais thought. ‘The realms are in constant turmoil,’ she explained. ‘A litany of looted towns, burned libraries and abandoned homelands. Knowledge is easy to lose and impossible to recover once it’s gone. Even the knowledge of one unsavoury chef. You fight for today, Stormcast. I work to ensure that tomorrow will be worth winning.’

			Krult was picking his teeth with a long, sharp sliver of something as Celarais approached him. She felt a curious stab of jealousy. Krult seemed to have life worked out, without any of the complexities of her own.

			‘Blimey, but your tin mate was a joker, weren’t he?’ he chuckled. ‘Still ain’t found out what all that fizz and spittle tastes like.’ He looked across at the nearest Stormcast speculatively, then put on an expression of exaggerated regret. ‘Next time, maybe. Pan­­handle’s cookin’ up a storm, ain’t he? Don’t want to spoil me appetite.’ This was a feat Celarais strongly suspected was impossible. ‘And then I reckon we’ll be on our way.’ He watched her keenly. ‘For now.’

			‘For now,’ she acknowledged, knowing that, however many big words Krult had learned, none of them would sate him for long. ‘It’s been a pleasure, Krult.’

			‘It’s been,’ he said, ‘an ed-yoo-cay-shun. Look.’ He held up his toothpick, a jagged shard of thigh bone. ‘Turns out you can get some use out of the crunchy kind after all.’
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			In the dark of Nost’rnight,

			When all’s cold as a tomb

			Then comes Grobbi Blackencap,

			A-creeping from the gloom.

			To ward him from thine hearth and home,

			A price you have to pay

			Or through the starless night he’ll steal,

			And drag you all away.

			Elder led his villagers through the forest gloom. They pushed laden barrows: barrels of salt-meat and shald-wine; glassware from Anvilspire traders; sacks of argentite nuggets. That last was their only real wealth, and not easily given away. 

			But the offering had to be made. 

			The path was muddy. Glintwyr roots poked through the soil, snagging wheels and feet. The trees’ silvery needles glimmered in the twilight, emitting metallic rasps in the breeze. 

			Elder heaved his barrow up a final rise and into the presence of the Offering Tree. Despite the chill, he snatched off his cloth cap and used it to mop his brow. One by one his companions joined him. All were younger, even old Martyn, but they were puffing and blowing too. He glanced at the darkening sky. Nost’rnight was almost upon them, when not a single star shone. They would be home safe before truedark, he promised himself. 

			Even then he wouldn’t feel safe until Hyshlight crept over the horizon the following dawn. 

			‘Never gets easier,’ he commented. 

			‘Never does,’ agreed Martyn, distracted. Like the rest, he couldn’t take his eyes from the Offering Tree. It hunched alone, as though the other trees had recoiled from it, and its bloated trunk was thick with fungi. It coiled skywards, branches outflung as though in supplication. The Offering Tree stank like an infected foot, the reek wafting from deep crevices in its bark. 

			Narry was last into the clearing. He was a scrawny lad just come of age, and he was sweaty and scowling. 

			‘What are we doing here?’ Narry’s demand shattered the deep arboreal quiet. They all cringed. 

			‘Keep your voice down!’ hissed old Martyn. 

			Narry was not to be dissuaded, though Elder noted the lad dropped to a hoarse whisper. 

			‘What are we doing here?’ he repeated. 

			‘You know,’ snapped Martyn.

			‘I know we’re wasting produce, and we’re going to lie about it to the Anvilspire assayers,’ said Narry. ‘I know we’re giving this lot away to some local bandit for the sake of fae-tales and nursing rhymes.’ 

			Elder reckoned the lad had rehearsed this speech. Narry perhaps expected amazement from them, dawning realisation and shame. Instead they glared. Narry’s jaw set, ready for an argument. 

			Won’t keep until we get home, Elder thought, resigned. Always the young’uns think they know better.

			Elder raised a placating hand, then stepped close to Narry and laid it on the lad’s shoulder. He felt the tension there, a live wire under his hand. Narry was frightened, and angry with himself for it. He didn’t want to lose face. Problem was, if he weren’t careful, Narry’s youthful insecurities might be the death of them. 

			‘Listen to me, lad, because lives depend on it,’ said Elder. He pinned Narry’s roving gaze. ‘You listening?’ 

			Narry nodded, the angry jerk of a youth’s disingenuous agreement. Did he plan to argue? Maybe slip away on the walk back, double back for his barrow or catch his imagined bandits in the act? 

			‘Sigmar knows I’d rather tell this tale anywhere but here. But you need to hear this.’ 

			Narry didn’t speak, but he didn’t push Elder’s hand away either. The others drew closer, as though Elder’s voice were a fire to huddle around. Most had heard this story before, but he supposed anything was better than listening to the Offering Tree creaking. 

			‘There was one Nost’rnight when we didn’t make the offering,’ Elder began. ‘It’s not jumping ahead to say it didn’t go well…’ 

			The carriage rattled along the dirt road. Within, Gustav Thatcher battled nausea. He felt hot and claustrophobic. Shoving his head out the window didn’t help, as then he was treated to the depressing sight of the glintwyr forests marching away into the rain. 

			Mud, trees and filthy peasants, he thought with weary disgust.

			The long carriage ride hadn’t helped his hangover. Neither had passing through a Realmgate earlier that day. But who could blame him for a few nights’ drowning his sorrows? 

			Exiled. 

			He scowled. Gustav had always thought himself too cunning to be caught with his hand in the war coffers. His mistake. 

			He wasn’t a physical presence, and he knew deep down he lacked for charm. A loathed former acquaintance had once described him as the bastard child of a leech and a gyrferret. Yet Rahme Thatcher’s third son had a keen eye for financial ­wrangling and had long turned his skills to lining his pockets, and to destroying such fools for their slights. The thought lifted Gustav’s spirits, but the next hard jolt of the carriage dashed them anew. He leaned out and yelled at the coachman.

			‘Are you aiming for the potholes, cretin?’ 

			‘Sorry m’lord,’ the man’s voice floated back to him. ‘Road to the Anvilspire front ain’t in a good way.’

			‘I thought this road was meant for Lord Sigmar’s armies?’ sneered Gustav. 

			‘T’is, m’lord. But there’s pyryke crystals in the soil. Engineers dig ’em out, but they just grow back.’ 

			Gustav wondered whether the military funds he had ­embezzled had been earmarked for road maintenance. 

			Sigmar, have you such a sense of irony? You’d think exile from Azyrheim to some grubby Chamonite backwater would be punishment enough…

			Gustav looked back down the road to where Captain Thorne rode at the head of his household guard. It was a grand title for ten weather-beaten Freeguilders riding somewhat aged-looking horses, but they were all his father had granted. 

			At least he managed to spare me the noose, thought Gustav. Then the carriage bounced again. 

			‘Captain Thorne,’ he barked. She set spurs to her steed, cantered up alongside the carriage.

			‘Sir?’ Thorne enquired. 

			She was young for an officer, heavyset from easy Azyrheimer living. As always, though, Thorne’s jaw was set and her gaze keen; Larinda Thorne’s assignment to his guard was the only sign that his father cared whether his disgraced son lived or died. 

			‘If the inbred driving this carriage hits another pothole, shoot him.’

			It was there and gone – the flicker of loathing in Thorne’s eyes. Gustav didn’t mind. He enjoyed exercising power over those who resented him. 

			‘Understood, Lord Thatcher,’ Thorne replied. She unholstered her coglock pistol and spurred her steed, drawing level with the coachman. Gustav settled back, smirking as he listened to the man bluster. 

			Soon be there, he thought. 

			In the end though, driving slower for fear of his life, it took the coachman another three hours to reach Breaker’s Vale. By the time they passed through the gates of the small mining town, Gustav was tempted by the hempen caress of the noose after all. 

			Gustav peered out at the muddy main street. The buildings were charmless slabs of metal and stone with a little wood worked into the more salubrious structures. Relative term, thought Gustav, wistfully picturing the magnificence of Azyrheim. In ­Breaker’s Vale, it seemed, a second storey was opulence indeed. He passed dwellings with smoking chimney holes and heavy shutters, a smithy, a local inn. Folk watched his carriage pass. Gustav saw careworn clothes and faces, unfriendly eyes that made him shrink back. He made a mental note to keep Thorne and her soldiers close. 

			The carriage rounded a bend, furnishing Gustav with a view out over the valley. More silver-leafed glintwyr trees marched away until they reached the towering cliffs, where lay the argentite mines.

			The one good thing about this mess.

			The bead-pushers of Azyrheim were cunning foes. But if a percentage of this little town’s output went astray before reaching the counting houses of Anvilspire? Gustav was certain no one out here would have the wit to notice. Argentite was a precious ore, and some alchemist or armourer in one of Sigmar’s cities would doubtless pay well for their own personal, unregulated supply.

			A few years feathering my nest, then– 

			His musings were disturbed as the carriage halted. Muttering biliously, Gustav craned out to see the coachman clambering from his perch. 

			They had arrived. 

			He looked upon his new home. Beyond a drystone wall, the manse was a three-storey slab of stone with wooden sills and beams and a slate roof. A sodden excuse for a garden surrounded it. A stable stood off to one side.

			Some nest, Gustav thought. He sighed and disembarked. Mud squelched underfoot. The coachman shielded Gustav with an umbrella as he passed through the manse’s outer gate and up the path to its steps. A handful of staff clustered there, sheltered by the stone portico. Gustav noted they were dressed little better than the peasants.

			A young man with a thatch of black hair and earnest blue eyes stepped forward, clutching a rolled and sealed parchment scroll. 

			‘M’lord, my name is Saul. I’m the head of your household. These are your staff. I have written here a full account of the people and assets that accompany the manse as instructed by your honoured predecessor, may Sigmar rest him. We welcome you to your new home, and hope your journey was–’

			‘The journey was abominable, and I need a piss,’ Gustav said, interrupting him. The young man blinked in shock but recovered quickly. 

			‘Of course, my lord is road-weary. Yeni, Dathyd, fetch his lordship’s things. Gethyn, show his lordship to his rooms. Evenmeal is cooking, m’lord, and–’

			‘Have it brought to my rooms, the scroll too, then for Sigmar’s sake leave me alone.’ 

			Gustav watched Saul deflate. Manservant’s garb and a few learned letters doesn’t make you any less a peasant, he thought, pushing past into Argent Hall’s dingy interior. Gustav heard Captain Thorne addressing Saul, something about stabling the horses. Matters below Gustav’s notice. He stared about at the rickety staircase, the faded portraits of former mayors, the statues of Sigmar and the beast-pelt rugs. It was parochial, trying to be something it wasn’t. Gustav sighed again, then followed a nervous maid to his chambers. 

			What a nest indeed…

			Rain spattered the study windows. An ornate horologue ticked. Gustav’s quill scritched. The mayor of Breaker’s Vale hunched over his ledgers. It was rare that Gustav liked or trusted people. But ledgers? They confided in him, and they were biddable in a way no bribe could secure.

			My only real friends… He snorted with bitter mirth. Saul, hovering at Gustav’s shoulder, misinterpreted the noise. 

			‘M’lord, do you–’

			‘As usual, I do not,’ snapped Gustav. 

			‘Sorry, m’lord, I thought–’

			‘How long have I been here, Saul?’ asked Gustav. 

			‘Three months and six days, m’lord.’ 

			Gustav winced. It felt longer. He’d managed to shirk most of his duties thus far, letting the grubby little town run itself. 

			‘In that time, how often have I sought your opinion?’ 

			Saul paused, no doubt reluctant to play his part in the demeaning rigmarole. 

			‘Never, m’lord.’ 

			‘There’s a lesson there, Saul,’ Gustav sneered. ‘Now, as you’ve shattered my concentration you can fetch me a carafe of shald-wine. Can you manage that?’ 

			Looking stricken, Saul bowed his way out of the study. Gustav smirked. 

			Fool.

			He turned back to the ledger and ran his eyes along the next column of figures. It was the last before the bottom of the page, and he frowned to find that he had smudged its ink a little. Was that a four, or a seven? If the latter, then it put his calculations on the following page out of true. Gustav hissed with frustration, set his quill in its inkwell with a wet clink, and rubbed his tired eyes.

			He stood and stretched. How long had he sat at his desk? Long enough for Saul to light the lanterns. Darkness had come earlier every day since Gustav’s arrival. Tonight would be Nost’rnight; the locals said it would be starless and utterly dark from dusk until dawn. Why, no one seemed to know, but it was local custom to bar gates, shutter windows and keep lanterns burning until the dawn. 

			Fear of local fae-tales, no doubt. Credulous twits.

			Gustav believed in only one thing: wealth was power, and power freedom. He considered strolling downstairs to check on the vault. 

			My vault, he corrected himself. Already the stockpile within it was growing, fruits of his nefarious labours. He’d swindled traders with a smile. Assayers from Anvilspire had collected the taxes they believed due and remained none the wiser to his profits. On paper, Gustav hadn’t done anything wrong. Not so any but the keenest-eyed would spot it, anyway. 

			But then, he’d felt such confidence before, and the smudged figure he’d found rankled. It would need amending. His figures required double-checking. As he had learned to his cost, the slightest error, if left unchecked, was like a crack in a fortress’ foundations that could bring the entire edifice crashing down. 

			Suddenly uneasy, Gustav returned to his ledgers. He drew his quill with all the purpose of a warrior baring steel and prepared to strike through the offending error. Then he paused, quill point hovering above the page. 

			That is my writing, isn’t it?

			Suspicion tightened his chest and drew his brows downward. Gustav cursed the wavering lamplight that made it hard to see clearly. He brought the page up to the light and peered at it. The tension clenched within him.

			That is not my writing!

			Someone had managed a passable imitation of his script, certainly, but not good enough. Perhaps conscious of their mistake, they had smudged the number just enough to obfuscate their error. 

			Or so they hoped. Instead they merely drew my notice! The thought flashed through his mind, triumphant, spiteful and afraid all at once. Hands shaking, Gustav flicked forward to the most recent accounts. He had planned to check these tomorrow, but now they had become the scene of a financial crime and he, in a reversal of fate, the investigator. 

			Gustav’s unease redoubled at what he saw. He scowled at the columns of numbers, trying to make them match. Here a one had been carefully transformed into a seven, there an eight rounded to become a zero. A flush of outrage crept up his neck. It was done with passable skill, he supposed, but had the culprit really thought Gustav so slapdash that he would not notice eventually? He paged back through the ledger. Now that he knew what to look for, he found further, earlier inconsistencies. 

			Well, you were sent here in disgrace, caught out doing just this to others, whispered a treacherous part of his mind as he did so. Is it any surprise that they’d take you for an amateur? A fool? And it seems you’ve lived down to their expectations until now.

			The fact was that someone had been stealing from him for weeks, skimming a little here and a little there: alcohol; food; argentite; glyntwyr sap; strangest of all, glassware. Not enough to be obvious, but taken together it was enough of a haul to fill Gustav with shame and self-recrimination for not having noticed it sooner. 

			Even now you only noticed because of a mistake they made in haste. 

			But who could have done such a thing? Who had access to his ledgers when he was not present? Captain Thorne? He dismissed the notion at once; she was loyal to his family name if nothing else. She gained nothing from the Thatchers suffering further.

			The staff then? Who amongst them would have the letters for this?

			A memory surfaced then, of an earnest young man pushing a scroll at him upon the doorstep of the manse. I have written here a full account… I have written… 

			Gustav scattered a stack of papers and almost upended a lantern as he scrabbled in search of the scroll. There, at the bottom of the pile, the first document placed in his hands after his arrival at Breaker’s Vale. 

			Yes. The handwriting was a match, or close enough to leave him in no doubt. The scroll crumpled where he clutched it in his mounting wrath. Now his manservant’s over-attentiveness took on a new light. 

			Saul…

			An hour later saw Gustav out in the rainy twilight, oiled cape about his shoulders, expression thunderous. Captain Thorne and five soldiers accompanied him, heading for a small warehouse on the town’s western edge. 

			Saul trailed in their wake. He’d given up the location of the thieves’ stockpile under threat of violence, but clearly still felt he could offer some justification for the theft. His face was the picture of earnest dismay. 

			‘M’lord, it’s Sigmar’s will,’ he wheedled. 

			‘You don’t need to be here, Lord Thatcher,’ said Captain Thorne. ‘We can deal with this.’ 

			‘M’lord, please,’ repeated Saul. 

			Gustav wasn’t one to place himself in harm’s way, but tonight he was driven by indignation. 

			‘I am the rightful representative of Sigmar’s authority. As mayor I must deal with such matters personally.’ 

			The words sounded good, but he suspected she caught their subtext. I want to watch these thieves suffer in person. 

			‘M’lord, you don’t understand! I wasn’t trying to do you ill, none of us were!’ 

			Gustav rounded on Saul. Caught in a pool of lamplight from a nearby window, the rain-sodden manservant looked young and frightened. 

			‘I understand thieves need punishing,’ hissed Gustav. ‘Unless you wish to be amongst them, shut up and return to the manse.’ 

			Gustav would punish Saul. The man had interfered with his ledgers! Worse, he had taken Gustav for a fool and made him feel like one to boot. Yet he was a competent manservant and it would take time to train his replacement. Retribution could wait; bullying Saul would do for now. 

			To Gustav’s surprise, Saul stood his ground. 

			‘M’lord, we’re not thieves. The offering has to be made.’

			‘Offering?’ snapped Gustav. Beside him, Thorne cleared her throat. 

			‘Word travels fast in small towns, Lord Thatcher. If we don’t hurry, this man’s co-conspirators will escape.’ 

			Gustav waved away her concerns. He was intrigued despite himself. ‘What do you mean “offering”, Saul?’ 

			‘M’lord, it’s been Sigmar’s will since memory. One-tenth of everything the town makes in a turning, we load it into barrows and take it to the Offering Tree.’ 

			‘Why?’ Gustav’s question dripped scorn.

			‘It’s to keep Grobbi Blackencap away, m’lord,’ said Saul. He glanced into the lengthening shadows. Fear and hope warred on his face. ‘And m’lord, I’m sorry to make bold but time runs short. Nightfall’s coming. They would have set off already but…’ Saul trailed off. 

			‘What? Are they in hiding, hoping you’ll clarify things with the stupid outsider first? Or maybe the offering is not quite complete? They await a final delivery from you, stolen from my vault?’ Gustav’s voice had risen to an undignified screech. He didn’t care. Let them hear his anger. Let them run and hide. 

			Saul’s expression twisted in panic, though Gustav had an infuriating sense it owed more to the man’s need to make his offering, than to his mayor’s displeasure. 

			‘M’lord, we must!’ 

			‘Must?’ asked Gustav, prodding Saul in the chest. ‘You must get back to the manse or I will have Captain Thorne shoot you. These soldiers must recover my goods, then secure them in my vault. The staff must have evenmeal prepared for my return or I will have them flogged!’

			Saul opened his mouth, closed it again. Gustav wondered if the younger man would do something foolish. Then Saul’s shoulders slumped. 

			‘Yes, m’lord,’ he said, and the despair in his voice was enough to give Gustav pause. Saul turned and sloped off through the darkening streets. 

			‘Lord Thatcher…?’ Thorne’s question was implicit in her tone. 

			‘No, captain. Whatever bunkum these peasants believe, we will not be drawn into it. Understood?’ 

			Again, that glint of dislike in Thorne’s eyes. Again, he enjoyed seeing her suppress it and obey. 

			‘Very good, Lord Thatcher,’ said the captain.

			Another horologue sat on a shelf in the dining room. It cracked the stifling quiet with every tick. Gustav’s cutlery clinked and scraped as he ate. He could hear himself chewing. The sound made him feel self-conscious. That made him angry. 

			Angry, not anxious, he told himself. Absurd local superstitions. There will be a reckoning on the morrow!

			When Thorne’s men had broken down the door to the warehouse, the captain’s fears had proved correct. There were signs that people had been there: smoke whisping from still-warm lanterns; a half-eaten hunk of bread sat on a stone windowsill; a back door hanging open, left unbolted in the rush of flight. Yet of the thieves themselves, no other sign remained but for Gustav’s stolen goods heaped in wheeled wooden barrows.

			As though they were about to take them somewhere, dispose of them somehow. As though they were going to make their offering.

			The villagers had been slamming shutters and barring doors as he returned to Argent Hall. He’d heard whispers, fearful oaths. They really believed he had cursed them. Gustav had half expected a mob to challenge him, try to wrest the barrows of goods away from Thorne’s Freeguilders. He’d hoped they would. The excuse to have his soldiers hurt someone would have been welcome. 

			Gustav speared a chunk of steak, chewed, forced himself to swallow. He pointedly ignored Saul, grey-faced and trembling nearby. Waiting on my pleasure, fearing the punishment I have planned for him.

			He suspected the true source of Saul’s fear, but to entertain the man’s absurd beliefs would risk being infected by them. Gustav was a creature of logic. He knew the realms swarmed with danger. However, the war front was many miles from here and he knew the difference between real threats and those from fae-tales. No doubt Nost’rnight was a risky time. Complete darkness hid all manner of criminality. That was why he had set Captain Thorne and her soldiers to patrol the grounds. One didn’t require Grobbi Blacken­cap to feel imperilled upon a starless night in the wilderness. 

			He chewed, swallowed, and felt the tightness in his throat ease as the power of logic banished the fear of the unknown. Gustav shook his head, though whether at himself or the locals he didn’t know. 

			‘Saul, where are the staff?’ 

			‘Still here, m’lord, as you commanded.’ Saul sounded sick with worry.

			‘But why stay if it’s so dangerous?’

			‘Duty, m’lord, and because they fear your soldiers,’ replied Saul, sounding bitter. 

			‘I thought they’d scurry off to hide in their hovels, and hang the consequences,’ said Gustav airily. He held his fork like a wizard’s wand, waving it over dishes and salvers while debating what to eat next. 

			‘It’s too late. It’s dark. They’ll be coming.’

			Gustav set down his fork with a click, irritated and unsettled all over again. Defying the feelings, he plucked the lid from a dish of a local milk pudding, dipped a spoon into the off-white mixture. Propriety and superstition can both be damned, he thought and popped the spoon into his mouth. 

			The taste hit him, sour and acrid. His throat clenched. Saliva flooded through his teeth. Gustav spat out the pudding with a grunt of revulsion. His eyes widened as he saw something squirm in the spattered mess. 

			That was in my mouth!

			Gustav rounded on Saul. Before he could speak there came the muffled clang of the town’s alarm bell. 

			‘Sigmar save us,’ moaned Saul. 

			Gustav’s anger fed on his fear like fire devouring tinder. He lurched to his feet, knocking over his chair. The crash made Saul jump. 

			‘Enough!’ shouted Gustav. ‘It is just a dark night! I shall fetch Captain Thorne, and whichever drunkard is tolling that bell I am going to have her behead them on the spot! Then I’m coming back here to find out who tried to poison my food!’ 

			Saul stared at him. Gustav only resisted the urge to strike the man because he had no idea how to swing a proper punch. He could do without breaking his hand on top of everything else. Spitting to rid himself of the foul taste, Gustav stalked from the room. 

			He met Thorne in the entrance hall, coming the other way. 

			‘Lord Thatcher, we should get you somewhere safe,’ she said. Gustav scowled. She was taking the threat seriously, and that rattled him. Could there be something to the locals’ claims? 

			Hammer and damnation, no! If I must be the only rational man in this fools’ asylum, so be it!

			‘Captain, there is no threat beyond that idiot tolling the bell and panicking people. Come, we’re going to make them stop.’ 

			Thorne looked as though she would argue. Then she nodded and followed him out into the night. Three Freeguilders waited outside, each holding a lit torch. Gustav balked at the darkness beyond and had to suppress a shudder. It really was very dark out there. The town was just a suggestion of angles, limned here and there by light escaping through barred shutters. The sky was a black absence that left Gustav feeling disoriented. He was tempted to retire indoors and let Thorne go without him. 

			No, he told himself. Give in now and everyone will know. These animals must learn their place, or they’ll disobey forever. You’ll never amass the wealth you need to get home. 

			His sudden longing for the well-lit streets of Azyrheim was a physical pain. It goaded him to action. 

			‘Come on,’ he snapped. The guards formed up around him as he stalked into the night. At least the rain had stopped, he thought as he splashed through muddy puddles.

			They had barely got a hundred yards from the manse’s gate when a figure burst from the darkness and crashed headlong into one of the Freeguilders. The soldier went down, entangled with their assailant. His torch hit the mud and sputtered out. There was the ring of drawn steel, a flurry of cries. 

			‘Stay your blade, it’s a local!’ barked Thorne. Gustav stared as the man, muddy and bulge-eyed with terror, fought to regain his feet. 

			‘What in Sigmar’s name are you doing?’ demanded Gustav. The villager seemed not to hear him. Emitting a desperate whine, the man lunged away into the dark. He left Thorne’s soldiers cursing in his wake.

			That was when the wind hit them, an icy draught that stank of infected wounds and mouldy food. The taste of spoiled milk surged powerfully at the back of Gustav’s throat. He gagged. 

			Whinnying and cries came from the manse grounds, accompanied by a violent banging. 

			‘The horses,’ barked Thorne. 

			‘What’s got into them?’ asked a Freeguilder. Gustav realised the banging was the sound of the horses trying to kick their way out of their stalls. 

			There came the crash of broken wood from the opposite direction. The next thing Gustav knew, squealing pigs were surging around him. The beasts jostled, ploughing mindlessly ahead. One slammed into Gustav’s legs and he fell. 

			Captain Thorne heaved him upright as the pigs stampeded away into the gloom. Gustav gasped and scraped mud from himself. The cold wind still blew, and now as he drew it into his lungs it made him choke. Gustav’s throat burned. His eyes teared and itched. 

			‘What…?’ he started to say, then coughed violently. The Freeguilders choked. Their faces looked puffy in the drag of the torchlight. 

			‘Something in the air,’ rasped Thorne. Gustav saw it too, now: the wind blew thick with fine particles. 

			Dust? 

			His skin crawled as though he’d been draped in cobwebs. His breath rattled in his lungs. He sneezed violently. 

			Spores! he realised, pulling the neck of his tunic over his nose and mouth. 

			‘We need to get… back…’ Thorne’s words devolved into retching coughs. Trying not to breathe, Gustav fled for the manse and his soldiers followed. Some detached part of Gustav’s mind noticed the bell had stopped clanging. In its place came different sounds. 

			Shrieks of fear and pain, rising across the village. Choking. Wheezing. The mad cries of terrified animals. From the direction of the town gates, a loud and repetitive booming. 

			Something big hitting the gates? Gustav thought with a thrill of fear. Something trying to get in. 

			One of the Freeguilders gave an awful wheeze and clutched at his throat. Gustav recoiled as nodules sprouted across the man’s face, billowing swiftly into pale orbs. The soldier toppled. The torch spilled from his hands. By its last fitful flickers, Gustav saw the man convulsing. 

			Puffballs, his mind gibbered. Those were puffball mushrooms bursting out of that man’s skin… He breathed the same spores I did… My skin itches and my throat is burning and Sigmar please take pity, don’t let that happen to me! 

			The manse drew closer, an island of light amidst the darkness. What had seemed barely any distance walked one way now felt like many miles fled the other. He ran as fast as he could with the air curdled in his lungs. A scream rose somewhere, high and despairing. There came a crash of shutters breaking. As he dashed past an alley, Gustav saw something move, something whose eyes glinted malevolent red beneath a black cowl. Its spiteful chuckle chased him down the street. 

			Another large shape surged from the shadows. It was a Freeguilder horse, mad-eyed with panic. Two creatures clung to it, swathed in black robes. He caught a flash of red eyes, pallid green skin, wicked fangs. Then the steed charged on, blood spattering in its wake. 

			Gustav lunged through the manse gates. He slipped on the muddy path, coughed, regained his footing, and pelted up the stone steps. 

			The doors were shut. 

			Panic smothered him. Gustav clawed at the polished wood with one hand, pressing tunic cloth against his mouth with the other. From the direction of the town gate there came a rending crash, then a bestial roar so loud it froze the blood in his veins. Gustav’s strength deserted him. His legs turned to water. He slumped against the door. 

			I’m going to die… 

			Captain Thorne hammered her sword pommel against the doors. 

			‘Open up or by Sigmar I will beat this door down!’ 

			Her voice was a wet rasp, yet it did the trick. Relief flooded Gustav as the door swung open. Lamplight spilled out. He registered frightened faces: maids, the cook, Saul. Behind them were two more of Thorne’s Freeguilders, their pistols pointed at the serving staff, expressions stricken. 

			Gustav fell through the door. He crawled along the rug then vomited a stream of foamy matter. Once he’d started, he couldn’t stop. His gut, chest and throat, all heaving, forcing the foulness from his body. Gustav panicked as he saw blood and pale, rubbery clots in his vomit. 

			I’m going to puke myself to death right here, oh Sigmar I’m not ready… there’s so much… please…

			At last, the flow ceased. He choked, spat, dragged in ragged breaths. His thoughts regained some coherence. Gustav swiped at his watering eyes and recoiled from the stinking slick of bile. 

			Only now did he register that the door still hung open. Fresh panic jolted him. What had the fools been doing while he emptied himself onto the hall floor? 

			He saw two Freeguilders, slumped against toppled furniture, their skin thick with puffballs and their chests slicked with bloody vomit. The cook and another soldier lay on their backs, stubby black arrows rising like obscene flagpoles from their bodies. 

			The remaining soldier struggled in the doorway, dragged to his knees by cackling creatures in ragged black robes. Their blades rose and fell. Perhaps he had tried to swing the door shut? 

			Captain Thorne was on hands and knees nearby, as vomit-spattered and bewildered as Gustav. The maids fled screaming into the house.

			‘What…’ Gustav coughed, trying to scramble into the dining hall. ‘What…’ 

			He was hauled to his feet. He stared blearily into Saul’s hard expression. 

			‘We weren’t thieves, we were trying to protect the town! If I save you now, you’ll tell them that’s what we tried to do. No punishments for any that survive.’ 

			It was more threat than question, but Gustav nodded. In that moment he would have agreed to anything if it meant escape. Did the lad have a steed ready? A secret way out, perhaps? 

			‘Swear it?’ 

			‘I swear,’ he blurted. Didn’t this idiot realise the danger they were in? 

			Seemingly satisfied, Saul pulled Gustav’s arm about his shoulders and supported him into the dining room. From behind them came Thorne’s hoarse shout. 

			‘In Sigmar’s name, get back to the netherworld that spawned you, filth!’ Her pistol boomed. Something shrieked. Something else roared, a blast of sound that made Gustav yelp. 

			‘Oh Sigmar… oh Sigmar…’ – he couldn’t stop repeating it. They limped past the dining table and he felt his gorge rise again as he saw all the food was now putrid. Pale worms squirmed through it. Many-legged things with waving antennae scuttled across the tablecloth. 

			‘The vault,’ said Saul, hauling him mercilessly onward. ‘We’ll hide in the vault, m’lord. They can’t get in there.’ 

			Gustav wasn’t sure. Hadn’t Saul heard the booming and roaring? Yet terror lent him the strength to keep moving. 

			As the two of them spilled into the back hallway, Gustav had another horrible thought. The vault wasn’t large. He had been irked by its limited dimensions when he had first inspected it, back before this nightmare. Gustav was no Ironweld guildsman, but he’d been taught a little of the sciences. 

			How well sealed is it? What if our air runs out? 

			They were before the vault door now, foot-thick argentium set with a clever cogwork tumbler-lock. A portal to safety, and only he knew its combination. 

			‘M’lord?’ Saul prompted. He shot a glance back down the hall. 

			Gustav set his fingers to the mechanism. Bleary-eyed he turned the first tumbler, searching for the right number. One turn… two… then back… there! The mechanism clunked. One down, two to go. From behind came a bowel-loosening roar and the crash of the dining table being upended. 

			‘M’lord, hurry!’ urged Saul. 

			He worked the next tumbler, then the last one. The locking mechanism whirred. Triumph! Gustav mashed the tumblers to misalign them then hauled the metal door just wide enough to slip through. Saul shot another terrified look down the hallway. Gustav paused, halfway into the darkness beyond the door. He knew he should save his young manservant, who in fairness had saved him first. Regardless of Saul’s crimes, surely they weren’t enough to condemn him to whatever horrible fate drew near? 

			The image swam before Gustav’s eyes again of the smudged figures in his ledger. He thought about how Saul had taken him for a fool. If the manservant had been so deep into the ledger’s numbers then he must have been aware of Gustav’s own embezzle­ments? He was the only witness to these fresh crimes, for which there would be no clemency a second time. 

			That decided it. Hardening his heart, Gustav Thatcher gave the door a hard shove. He caught a last glimpse of Saul’s appalled expression, and then it slammed shut. 

			Two people breathe twice the air, he thought. And I don’t make deals with peasants. 

			Gustav staggered backwards. In pitch darkness, he bumped into something hard. One of the offering barrows, still full of argentite nuggets. The feel of them calmed him. He took a shuddering breath. There was no light, but the vault didn’t require a code to be opened from within. A simple tug of a handle and he would be released. He could find that easily enough, even sightless. But not until I must, he thought. Let the monsters run riot. Let them murder everybody for all he cared. The local superstitions claimed the creatures would be gone with the dawn and if they’d been right so far, hopefully they were right about that too. A spark of courage reignited in his chest. 

			Tomorrow morning… emerge… grab what valuables I can, a beast of burden if any survived. Sigmar, there’s barrows if not. And a pistol. Need one of those. Then… what… trek to Anvilspire? Back to the Realmgate? What if… 

			Gustav’s plans flew apart as something roared outside. Even muffled, the sound was terrifying. A dolorous blow rang the vault door like a bell. Gustav recoiled.

			Another roar. Another blow. 

			The vault door held. 

			Moments slid by. 

			Can’t beat your way through that much argentium, can you? Good luck getting in here! Steeling his courage, Gustav crept to the door. He had to listen, had to know if they were gone. He pressed his ear to the metal and heard a muffled voice. He frowned, realising it was Saul’s. He couldn’t make out words, but the tone was pleading, terror-stricken. 

			Stupid peasant, thought Gustav, guilt curdling to venom at the back of his throat. Better to get it over with quickly. 

			But the manservant kept talking. That unsettled Gustav deeply. Why hadn’t the creatures killed him yet? Gustav didn’t want to listen, but he couldn’t seem to drag his ear away from the door. His frown deepened as he heard another voice, guttural and shrill. Was it… replying? 

			Saul spoke. Then silence, but for Gustav’s breathing, his heart thudding. What was going on out there? 

			A sudden clatter right by Gustav’s ear made him recoil. A ­tumbler, turning. The creatures were turning the tumblers! 

			How do they know to do that? Doesn’t matter, they won’t guess the code! They can’t! 

			Click. 

			The first tumbler unlocked. Gustav whined and backed away. He tripped and fell hard, banging his head on a barrow. His heart galloped. He was trapped and somehow, somehow the creatures knew the code. Unless… 

			Cold certainty stole over him. Saul had lived in Argent Hall longer than him. Saul had served the last mayor, who could have shown him how the vault’s mechanism worked. Saul had been in his ledgers, altering things. Reading things. Things like the vault code. 

			Why did I write it down? he thought. But of course, he already knew. Gustav kept meticulous ledgers. He was not a man who would risk the indignity of forgetting his own vault code. Nor was he a man who thought enough of his peasant servants to assume any of them could pick apart the simple cypher he had used to obfuscate the numbers. 

			He tried to struggle upright, but pain lanced through his neck. Gustav wheezed in terror as the door mechanism whirred. Slowly, so slowly, the vault door creaked open. A poisonous green light spilled through, blinding him. Short, black-cowled figures crept towards him. Gustav cried out as a huge lumpy arm stretched over the slinking creatures, encrusted with fungi and rock-like deposits. Thick fingers enfolded his body. Another stab of pain as he was hefted bonelessly out of the vault. 

			The last thing Gustav saw before consciousness fled was Saul, pressed up against the wall, his expression an unreadable mask.

			‘And that is what happens if we don’t make our offering,’ said Elder. The villagers blew out breaths and shaky oaths. The Offering Tree loomed over them, seeming more monstrous than ever in the wake of Elder’s tale. 

			Narry was cowed. Still, he managed a question. 

			‘How d’you know all that?’ 

			‘I’m the Elder of Breaker’s Vale, ever since we stopped havin’ mayors. It’s my job to know all that,’ Elder said. ‘Now, it’s getting dark and we need to be gone. You going to cause trouble?’ 

			Narry shook his head vehemently. He might have more questions, but the story had done its job. 

			Abandoning their barrows, Elder’s party hastened from the clearing and back down the hill. The lights of Breaker’s Vale glimmered in the distance, calling them home.

			Elder was last to leave. He cast a look into the gloom beneath the trees and fancied he saw dark shapes moving, the glint of blood-red eyes. Truth was, Elder had embellished his tale a little, filled in the blanks about how Gustav Thatcher had thought. It had been long ago, and time was a bleary window. Perhaps he’d been unfair to the man. But then, Thatcher hadn’t listened. He had refused to make the offering. Grobbi Blackencap had come to take it and levelled half of Breaker’s Vale in the process. 

			Besides, that bastard locked me out of his vault to die… 

			‘Ah well,’ said Elder to himself, turning his back on the things that crept through the shadows. ‘The offering has to be made.’ With that he set off down the slope, back to safety and to light.
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			Stugkor sat at Old Tooth’s feet, listening to the fat ogor ramble on about how great everything used to be for the Fangtorn, back before the Everwinter separated them from the main bulk of their clan.

			Leaning back so he could see past Old Tooth’s belly, he studied the wizened face, skin like dried mud left to freeze. Was he called Old Tooth due to his age, the fact he only had one tooth – a prom­inent fang jutting from his lower jaw that always looked like it might get caught in a drooping nostril – or because that lone tooth, cracked and brown, looked ancient like… like…

			‘What’s the oldest thing you can think of?’ Stugkor asked, interrupting.

			The big ogor blinked down at him, eyes narrowing. ‘The sun,’ he said finally, hooking a thumb in the direction of the cold yellow light barely peeking over the horizon. Noon, this was as high as it would get at this time of year.

			That tooth sure as blood didn’t look like the sun. ‘A real thing,’ said Stugkor. ‘An object.’

			Old Tooth sucked in the fat thickness of his lower lip, chewing on it like he meant to devour his own face. A mass of scars and ill-healed wounds, it looked almost as old as the tooth. ‘Saw an Icefall yhetee trapped in a glacier. Looked alive, eyes open, teeth bared. Like it might step out and start killin’.’

			An old thing that wasn’t really dead and looked alive anyway? No help at all. ‘What’s the oldest–’ Stugkor stopped when he realised he couldn’t remember why he was asking.

			‘What was I talking about before you interrupted?’ demanded Old Tooth.

			‘How the Fangtorn used to be a great tribe,’ answered Stugkor. ‘How the ’umans used to scatter before us like frost mice, and how we’d mash them with clubs and then eat them while they screamed.’

			‘Right. The good days.’

			‘If they was screamin’,’ said Stugkor, ‘don’t that mean you did a bad job of the mashin’?’

			‘Naw. You mash the legs so they can’t run, but can still scream and kick when yer eatin’ ’em.’

			Made sense, Stugkor decided, as he glanced about the camp. A score of ogors bustled about, either busy at something like sharpening weapons, or eating something from the last raid. Kthang, the tribe’s frostlord, had returned from raiding just two days ago and already supplies were dwindling. Off to the east the Ever­winter, a twisting swirl of ice and snow, moved ever closer. They’d move soon, before it devoured them, before it buried them in the long-not-quite-death. Like that Icefall yhetee: not quite dead, but not alive either.

			‘Think Kthang will let me come on the next raid?’ Stugkor asked.

			‘Nope,’ said Old Tooth.

			Not even a moment’s hesitation, not even the briefest pause for thought. Not that Old Tooth was famous for thinking.

			‘Why not?’

			‘If you ’ave to ask…’

			What the blood did that even mean?

			‘I’m tired of leftovers. I want fresh meat. Warm marrow from a just-snapped bone. Blood, hot and salty.’

			‘Y’ ate the bear.’

			‘Not the same, eatin’ something dumb.’

			Old Tooth nodded, almost looking wise. ‘Troof. Best meat knows it’s being eaten. Best meat had other plans for the day.’

			Humans always had plans. It was an ongoing mystery to Stugkor. Why plan for tomorrow when you were probably going to get eaten? Strange creatures. If they hid in the trees, they’d be so much harder to find! But there they were, building walls and making buildings. If an ogor saw a wall and a building then the one thing it knew for sure was that there was a meal inside.

			‘What was I talkin’ about before you interrupted?’ Old Tooth demanded, again.

			Rolling his eyes, Stugkor pushed to his feet with a grunt. ‘Can’t remember.’

			‘But it was important?’

			‘Very. Life lessons ’n all.’

			Nodding, the ancient ogor turned and shambled away, limping on his bad leg. Someday he’d slow enough the Everwinter would get him. Unless the rest of the tribe was hungry enough to eat the leathery old beast first. 

			Stugkor’s belly, hanging far over the heavy leather belt he wore for decoration, rumbled. Fetishes, bear scalps, frost sabre teeth and assorted trinkets taken from things the young ogor had mashed and eaten and forgotten, hung from the belt, swaying as he lumbered off in search of his mates, Chidder and Algok.

			He found them toying with a hare, fur white like the snows, eyes wide and black like the night. They’d cornered the little creature in an ice dell and were stomping the ground, blocking its every attempt at escape. The thing quivered in terror, chest heaving. They’d keep this up until either it fell over, too exhausted to move, or one of them misjudged and accidentally mashed it flat. Such a dumb little life, hardly worth eating. No plans. And if Chidder, who’d always been clumsy, mashed it flat, it wouldn’t even wriggle when you swallowed it.

			Sometimes, decided Stugkor, the game was better than the meal.

			‘Stug,’ grunted Algok, spotting his approach. 

			‘Old Tooth says Kthang ain’t gonna let us go on the raid,’ he told his friends. He hadn’t specifically asked about them, but seeing as he was the oldest, it seemed a safe assumption.

			They grumbled but seemed unconcerned.

			The hare, sensing their distraction, made a dash for freedom and was mashed flat by Chid, who’d rather see it squished than let it escape.

			‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Algok, dead hare already forgotten.

			In Stugkor’s opinion she spent way too much time doing that. He never said anything though because she had a temper and liked to sit on people until they lost consciousness. 

			‘Yeah?’ he asked. ‘And?’

			‘Aelves,’ she said, crossing her arms.

			‘Why the blood you been thinking about aelves?’ demanded Chidder. ‘Ain’t none here.’ He looked around, beady eyes squinting. ‘Are there?’

			‘No,’ said Algok. ‘None. But you know how Kthang and the other raiders always say that the best meat is smart meat, meat with plans for tomorrow?’

			Stugkor and Chidder nodded.

			‘Well, aelves,’ she said, waiting expectantly.

			Chid scowled at his friend. ‘What in the blood?’

			Stug understood. ‘They live a really long time. They’re supposed to be even smarter than ’umans.’

			‘Imagine how many plans a thing that lives ’undreds of years has,’ said Algok.

			Chid frowned, looking at his huge blunt fingers like they might provide an answer. ‘So…’

			‘So,’ said Stug, ‘they’re prolly the tastiest thing in all the world.’

			‘’Cept for gods,’ said Algok. ‘Immortals have plans for the big.’

			She was right, as always. Gods probably tasted great.

			‘Old Tooth say why we couldn’t raid?’ asked Algok. Quicker than most, she bounced from subject to subject with alarming speed.

			‘If you ’ave to ask,’ said Stugkor, repeating Old Tooth’s words. He blinked. He’d thought Old Tooth meant that if he had to ask, he wouldn’t understand the answer. But what if the ancient ogor meant that if you had to ask, you couldn’t come? What if he meant that the way to go raiding was to not ask?

			‘I,’ said Stugkor, feeling rather pleased with himself, ‘have a plan.’

			It was, he decided, a rather brilliant plan. The ingenuity! The cunning! The clever details! By the blood, maybe Algok wasn’t the smartest ogor after all!

			‘So?’ Algok demanded.

			‘We go raiding. Just us.’

			‘Blood,’ swore Chid, clearly impressed.

			Even Algok nodded in appreciation.

			Stugkor had another thought. ‘If we get eaten by some other ogors,’ he mused, ‘I bet we’ll taste better than we would have before.’

			Algok understood, eyes widening. ‘Cuz we got plans!’

			Shard, Stugkor’s young, grey-white mournfang, moved effortlessly over the endless wastes. Even through the heavy bone-and-hide saddle, he felt the beast’s coiled strength. Ever alert, Shard prowled, massive head low and swinging back and forth as she sought the scent of life. She might not see much past the length of her monstrous tusks, but her sense of smell was second to none. At least when it came to meat and blood.

			Algok, riding to Stugkor’s right, picked at a scar on her black mournfang’s shoulder. The creature’s eyes, bloody sparks of hate, never left Shard. There was a harsh hierarchy to the pack, and Stug’s mournfang ruled tooth and claw.

			Chidder, not paying attention, allowed his red-tinted mount to edge past Shard. The lead mournfang swung her tusks in his direction with a guttural growl, and Stug eyed the other ogor. Was Chid ready for a fight? Had he already grown bored with the raid? While Stug desperately wanted to mash some humans, shove great quivering gobs of fresh meat into his mouth and drool blood down his belly, a mad brawl in the snow would be fun too. 

			‘Go on, Chid,’ he said, grinning. ‘Go for it. We can always raid another day. After yer mournfang has healed.’

			Chidder grunted, and slowed his mount so Shard was once again in the lead.

			Snow. Ice. The howl of wind whipping across land broken only by jagged peaks of glacier. The bone-crunch of frozen snow beneath your feet, and the endless expanse of blue, deeper than a glacial lake, overhead.

			The sun peeked over the horizon, did little to warm the world, and slunk back down, defeated.

			Stomachs growled, and tempers rose.

			Another day without food, without mashing anything.

			Boring. So boring.

			Another day.

			So hungry.

			Snow gave way to occasional patches of frozen mud sprouting tufts of hardy grass that still mostly looked dead. Sometimes they found copses of stunted trees, gnarled and bent.

			How long had they been out here? Was it two days or four? Stug had lost count. He was about to ask Algok, when Shard raised her head, keen nose testing the air. Studying the horizon, Stugkor grinned at what he saw.

			‘I’ve forgotten the plan,’ admitted Chidder, eyes slitted against the harsh wind.

			‘Find ’umans,’ Stugkor explained patiently. ‘Mash ’umans.’

			‘Blood,’ swore Chid in awe. His face crumpled in thought. ‘How we find ’umans?’

			Stugkor pointed south with a thick finger. ‘Smoke. And where there’s smoke there’s…’

			‘Stuff burnin’?’ asked Chid.

			‘No, idiot,’ said Algok. ‘’Umans.’

			‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Burnin’ ’umans.’

			Cresting a ridge of stone and dirt, Stug spotted the human settlement. It sat in the bottom of a shallow valley. He slowed to examine the distant wall. Made from bundled twigs and branches bound together by wound grass and packed with mud, it was an embarrassing effort at best. Really, all it had going for it was height, and stood maybe his own height and half again. Since it didn’t look sturdy enough to climb, they’d have to bash their way through. 

			Rickety wood watchtowers stood at each corner, but they were empty. 

			Such a strange human thing, he thought. Like knowing you were about to be mashed and eaten somehow made things better. Wouldn’t it be better to be surprised? You know, dead and half-digested before you really knew what was going on. Seeing as there was no one in the towers, maybe the humans had figured that out for themselves.

			Reining in their mounts, they stopped to study the town.

			‘Never seen a ’uman village before,’ Stug said.

			Much like the wall, their homes were built of pathetic twigs and patched with grey clay. Cobblestones lined the main street, the rest being little more than mud paths.

			‘Something doesn’t look right,’ said Algok.

			Stugkor blinked at the sight, struggling to comprehend. While not mashed, the ’umans were already dead. Some lay scattered and leaking blood into the snow. Others had been torn apart, their limbs gathered in one pile, their torsos in another.

			The really strange thing, however, was how many of the dead were still marching around doing stuff. Stripped of flesh and blood, corpses in strange armour or long decorative robes worked at incomprehensible tasks.

			There were so many of them, hundreds and hundreds of dead hard at work. Some gathered together corpses, sorting them for reasons beyond Stug’s understanding. Others collected what little metal the ’umans had, tossing it into piles.

			‘This ain’t right,’ said Algok. ‘Town is full of deaders.’ She leaned forward in the saddle, eyes narrowed. ‘They’ve already butchered all the ’umans. Nothing to mash. Maybe…’ She glanced at Stug. ‘Maybe we should go?’

			Chid looked ready to argue but less ready to dare Algok’s temper.

			Stugkor’s stomach grumbled complaint. It had been looking forward to digesting living planning things, and let him know just how unhappy it was with the thought of more leftovers.

			A gaunt corpse, garbed in the shredded remnants of long green robes and finely crafted armour of a type he’d never before seen, stalked the savaged town. It wore a great fanned crown of curved bone and bore a colossal jade scythe wafting foul smoke from the blade. The other dead stepped from its path. Somehow the scene reminded Stug of the ants that came out during brief thaws. They moved as if perfectly united in purpose, driven by a single will.

			‘Deader sorcerer,’ said Algok. ‘Prolly invaders from another realm.’

			Never having left the northern wastes of Ghur, the Realm of Beasts, the young ogor had little experience in such things.

			That was bad. Sorcerers were supposed to be easy to mash if you surprised them, but dangerous if they knew you were coming. This one, with its strangely shaped bones and smoking scythe, definitely looked like the kind you wanted to drop a large rock on. Preferably from a great height.

			An odd feeling shivered through Stug, and for a moment he wished he was somewhere else. 

			Ain’t nothin’, he told himself. 

			That thing was no taller than a man, barely came past Stug’s belt. 

			Just my gut saying it wants to go ’ome and eat somethin’. 

			By the Lord of Predators he wished he was back with his people.

			A massive creature constructed of bone and metal lumbered into view. It bore massive ribbed baskets upon its back, and had a spine of barbed bone. Grasping finger-like appendages protruded long past its terrible body. Twisting coils of greenish smoke leaked from its death’s-head maw. Sometimes it walked on the four largest legs, but sometimes it reared back, head raised as if testing the air, the great jagged rune-cut sickles of its forelegs flashing in the pale sunlight.

			‘It’s got too many limbs,’ whispered Algok.

			She was right. Spindly arms, at least in comparison to its powerful legs, twitched and spasmed, bone hands reaching out to feel the earth beneath it. The whole thing reminded Stugkor of those many-legged carrion wyrms that burrowed into rotting corpses. Except much bigger. Much, much bigger.

			The beast stopped over one of the neat piles of body parts, its thin limbs blindly feeling about, grasping severed arms and legs.

			‘No way that thing is gonna leave any for us,’ moaned Chidder. ‘Look how big it is!’

			The ogors watched in appalled horror as the meat and muscle and blood was stripped off and tossed aside to land in a steaming pile. The arms then passed the bones along until they could be tossed into the massive baskets.

			Stugkor struggled to understand. ‘Didn’t even eat it!’ 

			Of what possible use could stripped bones be?

			He stared at the dead creatures. Some were made of bones he recognised. The spine of a bear. Legs of a frost sabre. He tried to comprehend. These things were made?

			The lumbering beetle-like beast tossed aside more parts than it stripped, littering the snow with perfectly good food.

			‘I’m hungry,’ said Chidder. ‘I say we kill the deaders and eat all the meat. They’re just gonna throw it away!’ His stomach growled. ‘Maybe eat the bone-things too.’

			‘How do we kill dead things?’ asked Algok, ever a source of smart stuff.

			‘Mash,’ said Chidder. ‘Mash and mash and mash.’

			Perhaps he wasn’t so dumb after all.

			‘That’s an army in there,’ Stug said. ‘If the clan was ’ere, we’d mash ’em in a heartbeat. But just us three?’ He studied his friends. ‘Might be difficult.’

			Difficult.

			No way these corpses could defeat the Fangtorn. And yet the thought of that fight didn’t sit well in Stug’s gut.

			Just hungry, he told himself. 

			He found himself staring again at the sorcerer, the smoke curling off its jade scythe. It moved wrong, like it had a will. Like it was a living thing, a twisting wisp of souls. 

			The deader sorcerer lifted a bone hand, fingers splayed wide. All movement ceased in an instant. Stug watched, helpless, dreading, as it turned its skeletal face to focus on him. No hesitation. No searching. It knew exactly where he was.

			Not good. Not good. Not good.

			Hand raised, it studied him. Even from here Stug saw the stuttering sparks of green fire lighting the empty caverns of its eye sockets.

			We have to… We have to go.

			He opened his mouth, said nothing.

			Chid said something, but he couldn’t hear it.

			Those eyes that weren’t eyes saw him, saw through him. They held Stug, crushed his heart in a bone fist. He couldn’t breathe.

			We…

			Finally, the sorcerer turned away and Stug drew a shuddering breath, his heart slamming in his chest.

			‘We have to–’

			The thunder of hooves interrupted Stugkor, and he turned to see an armoured corpse wielding a sword, blade the same smoking green-black jade as the scythe, and mounted on a similarly armoured dead horse. Iron hooves kicked sparks as they crossed a stretch of exposed stone.

			Chidder grinned yellowed teeth. ‘Finally!’

			Whooping a war cry, Algok and Chid unslung their warclubs, and kicked their mournfangs into a roaring charge. 

			Unease bubbled deep in Stugkor’s belly. He hoped it was just the squashed snowrat he ate last night. Screaming his own war cry, he followed after his mates.

			‘Look how small it is!’ bellowed Chidder as he tried to crash his mount into the armoured corpse. 

			The dead warrior easily evaded Chid’s charge, his bone-and-iron horse neatly sidestepping. That smoking jade sword darted out, punching through the side of Chidder’s mournfang’s neck. The beast crumpled with a wet cough of blood, forelegs folding beneath it, sending Chid somersaulting forward. He landed in an awkward pile, winded and moaning.

			Algok went wide, hoping to attack the corpse from the far side, but its torso twisted alarmingly. Parrying her massive club with smoking steel, it spun the weapon in bone fists and decapitated her mournfang with a single stroke. Algok, too, was thrown from her mount. Unlike Chid, she broke her fall mostly with her face. She lay motionless.

			That feeling in Stug’s gut definitely wasn’t the snowrat. Already committed, he drove his mournfang at the warrior. Even though Shard was only young, sitting on the beast’s back Stugkor towered over the undead warrior he faced. The thing should have cowered like those weak little humans. It should have trembled before his might, fled before his ravenous hunger. Instead, it ducked under what was supposed to be a skull-shattering backhand, and skewered Shard with a single neat thrust through the chest.

			Having seen what had happened to Chid and Algok, Stug leapt free, rolling across the hard ground and regaining his feet.

			The deader made no attempt to follow him. Instead, it studied Stug. Faint sparks of green fire flickered in the hollowed sockets of its eyes. Neither it nor its mount moved or twitched.

			For a moment all was still. Only Chid’s groan of pain broke the silence. Algok hadn’t moved, hadn’t made a sound. 

			The deader dismounted. Its horse backed away and waited, even though it had received no command.

			Lying at Stug’s feet, Shard made a strange noise, half grunt, half annoyed whine, and died. That uncertain unhappy feeling in Stug’s gut was gone. Something new replaced it. Something hot. Rage.

			Stug bellowed and charged the corpse, swinging his warclub in mighty, crushing blows. He hit nothing but air, the deader always swaying just beyond reach. Instead of stabbing or hacking his head off, it used its sword to trip him and he sprawled into the mud.

			‘Slow,’ it said, voice dry and squeezed like someone was choking it.

			Regaining his feet, Stug went after his enemy. Either he killed it, or they were all doomed. Chid lay stunned and mumbling, and Algok still hadn’t moved.

			Unhurried, as if the ogor offered no threat, the deader avoided Stug’s every attempt to mash it. Over and over it stabbed that foul sword at him and Stugkor retreated, desperately looking for an opening. Flashing jade left trails of writhing smoke as the corpse followed.

			This wasn’t at all how fights were supposed to happen. Where was the joyous mayhem, the crunch of bone and spray of blood? The only blood being spilled here was his.

			The deader lashed out, leaving a long bloody gash in Stug’s belly.

			‘Slow and stupid,’ the corpse ground out, accent harsh. 

			Seeing the decapitating attack coming but too slow to avoid it, Stug blocked it with his arm. Smoking green steel cleaved through flesh and muscle like it was nothing, and stopped dead, lodged in bone.

			Pain, unlike anything the young ogor had ever felt, smashed through Stug’s thoughts.

			With a scream, he yanked his arm away, dragging the sword from the corpse’s bony fists.

			The deader stepped back, appraising. ‘Strong bones,’ it said.

			And then Algok hit it from behind, smashing it to the ground with her bulk. Pinning it beneath her, she roared and punched it in the chest, cracking ribs. The dead thing struggled beneath her, fingers of bone and steel clawing long rents in her flesh. She punched it in the face, snapping its head to the side and shattering its jaw. And still it fought, heedless of the wounds it suffered. 

			Stumbling forward, Stug stomped the thing’s legs over and over until its knees broke. It might be made of bone, but it was unlike anything he’d felt before. Any mortal creature would have been dust. Algok still keeping it trapped beneath her, Stug went after its arms next. He had better luck bending the joints until they popped. 

			Finally, when he’d reduced the warrior to little more than a crumpled torso, Algok rolled free. She pushed to her feet and wobbled unsteadily. 

			The deader watched them, calm.

			Glowing jade sparks focused on Stug. ‘Strong bones,’ it said again, though its shattered jaw made it sound like Shton omsh.

			Turning, Stugkor saw Chid, too, had regained his feet. Algok bled from a dozen wounds, tongue protruding as she tested the tooth she’d snapped off landing on her face. 

			‘I don’t wanna fight two of those,’ said Chidder, collecting a shattered femur from the ground and gnawing on it. Growling, he tossed it aside when his teeth left only shallow scratches in the bone.

			‘You didn’t even fight one,’ grunted Algok, stomping on the deader’s skull until it came apart. Leaning low, she peered into the ruin. ‘Not even a brain.’ She glanced at Stug. ‘Must be dumber than Chid.’

			Stugkor wasn’t so sure.

			All three mournfangs lay dead. It was almost like the corpse had been more interested in killing their mounts than killing the ogors.

			Why? Why would it do that?

			He looked north, back towards the tribal lands. A storm brewed there, black iron clouds blanketing the horizon. It was going to be a long walk. Looking back to the human settlement, he saw movement in the town. The deader army looked to be preparing for travel. There was no haste to their actions. Even though Stug and his mates had just mashed the warrior it had sent, the sorcerer still stood where it had before, head tilted back, staring up at Stug.

			‘To slow us down,’ he said, with dawning comprehension.

			‘What?’ asked Chid and Algok.

			‘It killed our mournfangs to slow us.’

			His friends looked doubtful.

			Strong bones, the corpse had said.

			The deaders were all bone, no meat. But they weren’t just the bones of a corpse given life, they were… He searched for the word. 

			Constructed.

			Stugkor had pulled enough living things apart to know what they looked like on the inside, and nothing looked like these creatures. 

			‘Bones of lotsa things in there,’ Stug said. He thought about that huge armoured beetle creature with the ribbed baskets, shucking the dead humans of flesh and collecting their bones.

			Strong bones.

			Chidder squinted at the distant sorcerer with a look of deep concentration. ‘So?’ he asked.

			‘We ’ave to go,’ said Stugkor. ‘We ’ave to warn the clan.’

			‘Why?’ asked Chid.

			Strong bones.

			‘They want to kill us,’ explained Stug. ‘Pull off our skin and muscle. Feed us to that big armoured thing with the baskets.’

			‘Don’t want my skin pulled off,’ grunted Chidder. He flexed a massive arm. ‘Muscles neither.’

			That bad, sick feeling deep in Stugkor’s belly festered. His arm hurt, leaked blood where the deader had cut him. It’d be a great scar when it healed.

			He wasn’t afraid. Of course he wasn’t afraid. 

			‘We’re leaving now,’ said Stug.

			Chid and Algok nodded agreement.

			‘Hungry,’ said Chid, eyeing his dead mournfang. With a shrug, he tore off one of its rear haunches.

			Equally hungry, Stug and Algok copied him.

			The three ogors walked north, the crunch crunch of their plodding steps in crumbling ice the only sound.

			Heavy with cloud, the sky looked like it was so low they might reach up and grab it. Fat flakes of damp snow fell to collect on their shoulders. The temperature plummeted, and each breath became great plumes of steam. With each passing hour the sky darkened and the snow fell harder.

			Shard’s leg having already been devoured, hunger gnawed at Stugkor’s every thought, a constant reminder of his failure. 

			His first raid. Could it have gone any worse?

			‘Storm,’ said Chidder.

			‘Bad one,’ grunted Algok.

			Freezing to death on the way home might be worse. When he closed his eyes for a moment, the lashes froze together.

			‘What we gonna tell them when we get back?’ asked Algok.

			That, Stug decided, was a good question. Chances were high everyone would want to charge off and do battle with these strange dead. Stugkor didn’t want that.

			One deader almost killed all three of us. If it hadn’t been for Algok surprising it, it probably would have.

			It wasn’t even one of the bigger ones, just regular puny man-sized.

			There were hundreds in the town. An army. 

			The ogors would lose. They’d lose and they’d die and they’d all be turned into more dead things.

			He stopped walking. It was easier to think when motionless.

			Could he convince the clan to flee?

			No. Ogors never ran from anything.

			Yeah? Then what are we doing now?

			Should they say nothing, make no mention of the bone collectors?

			Algok might see the wisdom, but no way Chid could keep his mouth shut. And anyway, someone would eventually notice their mournfangs were gone and they’d have to explain.

			Too hungry. Hard to think. All that wasted meat the deaders were tossing aside, all that fresh muscle and hot blood, soft fat and tender brains.

			Stug turned to look back towards the human settlement.

			His heart fell.

			‘Algok,’ he said. ‘Chid.’

			The other two stopped and turned.

			Dim silhouettes barely visible through the snow. That huge armoured beetle thing with the arms and the massive baskets lumbering in the middle.

			‘That’s bad,’ said Algok.

			The deaders were following them. And not just a few. All of them. So many hundreds of hundreds. More dead than Stugkor’s tribe could ever hope to mash.

			Struggling to make out details, Stug squinted into the storm. Some of the dead rode great skeletal horses that looked like they’d been dipped in molten steel. Other sat in monstrous chairs of bone and iron that walked, striding effortlessly across the barren landscape. Weapons of smoking jade were everywhere.

			The dead moved as if one mind controlled them all.

			Clean bone.

			Bright iron.

			An army of perfection.

			Strong bones.

			For a moment Stug imagined all Ghur covered in corpses, slaughtering the ogors, flaying them of flesh and muscle, admiring their sturdy skeletons, turning them into something new.

			Strong bones.

			‘There aren’t that many,’ he whispered. 

			There might be enough to make short work of his tribe, but when word spread, the ogors would crush these strange new dead creatures, mash them to bone-dust.

			‘They’re small,’ said Algok. ‘Short legs. We can outrun ’em.’ She looked tired, staggered sometimes, like she still suffered from landing on her face.

			Stug nodded, looking back at the long path he and his friends had left in the snow. They’d be easy to follow. At least until the storm filled their tracks. But the deaders weren’t that far behind. Maybe if they ran, put more distance between them and the army. He didn’t like that. The dead marched on, ceaseless and untiring.

			‘At some point we’ll have to rest,’ he said. ‘They won’t. They’ll keep comin’.’ He imagined the dead finding him as he slept. ‘We’re days from the tribe. Longer. We rode here but we’re walkin’ back.’

			‘They’ll catch us,’ said Algok. ‘Day by day, night by night, they’ll gain on us. And we ain’t got no food.’

			She was right. Hunger and weakness would slow them. And if they fled back to the tribe, the dead would follow and everyone would die.

			‘We can’t go ’ome,’ said Stug. 

			His mates understood; he saw it in their eyes.

			‘Leadin’ them away from the clan ain’t enough,’ he added. ‘We gotta warn our people. And not just our people. These deaders are somethin’ different, somethin’ new.’ He felt it deep in his copious gut. He imagined Ghur populated only by dead things made from the bones of other dead things.

			‘They’re a threat,’ he said. ‘To everything. Ogor. ’Uman. Everything.’

			Stug watched the tight-knit army march ever closer. Was he right, was a single creature controlling all of them? 

			If the dead stayed together, for whatever reason, then maybe this was the chance he and his mates needed.

			‘I have an idea,’ he said. ‘We gotta split up. Mebbe they’ll only follow one of us. We run ’ard for as long as we can. Whoever escapes returns to tell the clan, to warn ’em.’

			His mates agreed.

			For a moment they stood, awkwardly unable to meet each other’s eyes. Stug saw the truth: each hoped they would be the one to escape, that they would survive to tell the tale. Even Chidder seemed to understand.

			The dead marched on.

			‘I’ll see you back at the clan,’ said Stug, unable to think of anything else.

			‘I’ll save you somethin’ to eat, if I get there first,’ said Algok, looking away.

			‘I won’t,’ said Chid, examining his hands. ‘I’m so hungry I’m gonna eat everything.’

			Nodding to each other, the three set off in different directions, jogging into the endless wastes.

			Stugkor ran.

			One foot in front of the other. 

			Snow fell so heavy he saw no more than half a dozen strides in front of him. It clogged his nose, piled on his head, and threatened to freeze his eyes closed. Even his nostrils felt like they were about to freeze shut.

			The muted crunch crunch of dry snow, like brittle bones crushed in teeth. 

			The dead nothing sounds of Ghur.

			The soul moan of a wind that’s claimed a thousand lives.

			The groan of eternal ice.

			When he slowed, unable to maintain his pace, he walked. 

			Head down. Going nowhere.

			Forever.

			The sun rose and fell, the temperature dropping until icicles hung from his nose and ears. Stopping, he stooped to scoop up a fistful of ice and snow and jam it in his mouth. Again and again until his belly grumbled. But it wasn’t food. 

			Looking back the way he’d come, he saw his meandering footprints weaving off into night. Of the dead there was no sign. His was a world of snow. They could be a score of strides away and he’d never see them. He wanted to lie down, to rest. Even if just for a moment. He’d never been this tired – this hungry – in all his life.

			There, beneath the sighing wind, the rumble of a hundred hundred dead, marching lock-step.

			Stugkor pushed on, staggering with exhaustion, falling often.

			Strong bones.

			They would not take him. They would not make him into some deader monster.

			The eastern horizon brightened, and Stugkor saw the dim shapes of a great host. They followed, relentless. Tireless. 

			Exhaustion ate his strength, drained his will far worse than any freeze. 

			The dead drew closer.

			‘I can’t.’ 

			Corpse eyes watching, flickering green sparks in hollow caves of bone.

			Empty sockets following his progress, waiting for him to fall.

			He knew then he would never escape. ‘They followed me,’ he said to the northern wind. It wasn’t what he’d wanted, but if it meant his mates escaped to warn the clan, it was still a victory.

			For a score of heartbeats he watched the dead advance. He found himself remembering that terrified hare Algok and Chidder had cornered when he’d first dreamed up his fantastic plan to go on a raid. He thought about the little creature’s pointless attempts to escape. Maybe it wasn’t smart enough to have other plans, but it still wanted to get away. He recalled Chidder mashing it flat.

			The dead would never stop. They would follow until exhaustion felled him and he lay helpless in the snow.

			‘No,’ he told the rising sun. ‘I will stand here.’

			He’d bought his mates time to escape. Now it was time for these dead to learn the true might of the ogors!

			The great host parted as the creature with the smoking green scythe stepped to the fore. It studied Stugkor for a long moment before gesturing.

			A warrior of iron-wrapped bone stepped forward, a massive greatsword hanging in its skeletal fist. The weapon oozed sickly green smoke that ignored the northern wind, twisting with a life of its own.

			It came at Stug, poking and prodding. Icy steel left long gashes in his hide that burned like fire. Stug fought on, unwilling to fail, sheer will keeping him on his feet. His warclub grew heavy, each swing coming slower until he stood, bent over, wheezing great sucking breaths of air.

			Seeing his weakness, the deader moved in for a killing blow. Instead of trying to mash it, Stug lunged, catching it by an arm. It stabbed him, drove steel into his gut, as it struggled to break free. But he had it. Raising his club with a roar, Stug smashed the corpse. It felt like he’d struck the frozen ground, the shock of the blow slamming through his arm.

			Tossing the broken deader aside, he spat blood and showed the army his teeth in a feral snarl. 

			More came, and he fought, sometimes smashing them apart with his club, but always suffering dozens of wounds before he managed to finally dispatch them. Shattered bones littered the trampled snow, long lines of his blood drawing strange patterns. His lungs rattled, his heart banging away like it sought to break from his ribs.

			So tired. Weak from long days of hunger.

			One at a time they came, testing.

			Cursed knives left long wounds in his flesh. Over and over they slashed and stabbed, until blood slicked him and his thoughts grew dim and pale.

			Another quick-moving corpse, this one with four arms bearing two spears and two swords. Unlike the others, it was Stug’s height. It stabbed and slashed as it danced circles around him. Too fast. Too many weapons for him to defend against. It bled him, making no attempt at a killing blow.

			Gore spattered the snow, bright crimson slashes in hard white.

			Stugkor fell to his knees, and the four-armed corpse stood over him. Where he drew ragged breaths, great sucking gulps of air, his chest heaving, it stood motionless. When it glanced towards the scythe-bearing undead with the fanned crown of bone, Stug lashed out, grabbing its ankle. It stabbed him, over and over, as he dragged it closer. One of the spears broke, leaving an iron tip lodged in his flesh.

			Stug broke its knees. He cracked its thick bones, crushed its skull in his fists.

			Toppling backwards, he lay in the snow. Ice in raw wounds. Life bled out at a terrifying rate. He couldn’t rise, couldn’t move. His strength was gone.

			The corpse sorcerer strode forward to stand at Stug’s side. Strange bones, twisted and melted like forged iron. It examined him, sparks of nacreous green glowing deep in hollowed eye sockets. 

			‘Very strong bones,’ it said. ‘Your kind will be a fine harvest.’

			‘Never,’ Stugkor said, coughing blood.

			‘All must pay the tithe. In the end there can be only death. In the end there can be only Nagash.’

			‘I piss on yer puny god!’ Yelling hurt, felt like it tore something deep inside. ‘Anyway,’ whispered Stugkor, ‘you failed. My mates escaped. They’ve warned the clan by now. They’ll be ready. The Fangtorn are mighty! We’ll crush you!’

			Unconcerned, the bone sorcerer straightened as two more deaders approached. These were different, taller, their bones thicker than the others. 

			‘As I said, strong bones. Your kind make fine Immortis Guard.’

			His kind?

			Stug recognised what remained of his mates. They’d been harvested, broken apart and remade, but there was no disguising who they’d been. The sloped brow of Chidder’s thick skull. The broad shoulders and powerful fingers of Algok. Stripped of flesh and blood, they were clean bone.

			They’d failed.

			No. Not yet. Not completely.

			Stug coughed a bloody laugh. ‘You followed me far into the wastes. You’ll never find my clan now.’

			‘We are the Ossiarch Bonereapers,’ said the undead. ‘We flense the useless from the useful, carve meat and sinew from bone, souls from life. We harvest the best of you, waste nothing. Your memories are useful, we shall keep them. Your loyalties are not, they shall be cast aside.’

			Stugkor reached for the undead creature, but it stepped back. 

			‘You and your friends will lead us to your people,’ it said.

			The bone sorcerer raised its scythe, green smoke wafting from the blade. ‘It is time,’ it said, ‘to carve away the weakness of life. We have plans for your soul.’

			That hare, eyes wide with terror, darting for freedom. Doomed. Just like Stug’s tribe. 

			It couldn’t end like this. He wanted more. More life. More talking to Old Tooth. More mashing and more eating.

			There wasn’t going to be more.

			This, he realised, is what it feels like to be prey.

			Jade steel flashed in the pale sun, slicing free Stug’s soul from the meat and bone of his body.
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			In his time with the Order of Azyr, Kantus Valo had trekked through many perilous places – from the Bruteplains of Ghur to the feculent mires that had spread like tumours across the once beautiful forests of Ghyran. And yet, few places had been so menacing as the Rustwood.

			What began as a respectable path had tapered to a tightrope of dirt. Razorweed loomed on either side of the trail, shredding cloaks and flesh at the slightest misstep. Scrubbing a hand across his sweat-streaked brow, the witch hunter gingerly stepped over a thick patch of mirrorvine, only to leap back as something fell from the branches overhead. A daggerlike leaf flashed past Kantus’ face to clatter in the brush below.

			He glanced warily up at the canopy. It was late afternoon, but the tangled branches almost blotted out Chamon’s ruddy bronze sun. 

			‘You’re bleeding, lord.’ Bas, the commander of Kantus’ four guards, held out a bit of torn cloth, gesturing to the witch hunter’s face. 

			Kantus raised a hand to his cheek, and his fingers came away wet with blood. He took the proffered rag, wrinkling his nose as he dabbed at the cut.

			‘By Ghal Maraz, we’ll have to hack our way through.’ Bas removed his helmet to run a hand through his sweaty hair. ‘Those vines will blunt any blade we have.’

			‘Then we shall blunt them. The Order of Azyr will not be kept waiting,’ Kantus ordered. On the map, the path ran right through the Rustwood, a far quicker journey to the Order’s stronghold at Eshunna than the old Lantic road through the Iron Desert. 

			‘Lads won’t like that.’ The veteran sucked air through his teeth. ‘Not with night approaching.’

			‘We must press on.’

			‘And the prisoners, lord?’ Bas winced.

			‘I shall see to the prisoners.’ 

			Haste was not his only reason for passing through the Rustwood. As much as Bas and the other guards were discomfited by the journey, the forest’s danger hung like a noose around the necks of Kantus’ prisoners, drawing tighter with each step. Those in fear were less able to mind their tongues, more likely to let something slip.

			And Kantus would be there when it did.

			With a ragged salute, Bas turned away, calling for the other guards to break out axes.

			The witch hunter made his way to the back of their tiny column where his three charges shuffled, chained hand and foot in a short coffle attached to the back of an ibuq. The great land lizard shuffled along with its rolling, splay-legged gait, its long rasp of a tongue flicking out to nervously test the air. The metal chest and supply packs on its back rattled around.

			‘Apologies, lord.’ The guard, Yusán, tugged the ibuq’s rein as the witch hunter approached. ‘Something’s got her spooked.’

			Kantus held out his hand.

			‘You are needed up front.’

			‘Thank you, lord.’ Yusán handed over the reins with a look of relief. ‘Don’t know how much more doomsaying I could stand.’

			Kantus dismissed the guard, then turned to regard the lead prisoner. 

			‘You must turn back, before it is too late,’ the tall man in ragged robes wailed. Elabrin’s hair was unkempt, his once neatly combed beard now wild. Runes of negation were etched into his ­manacles, their soft glow casting the mage’s face in harsh relief and lending him a threadbare, nervous aspect like prey caught out upon an open plain.

			‘Eyes like burning coals glitter in hungry shadow.’ Elabrin took a shaky breath. ‘We are as insects, struggling upon the surface of a still pond. Be still, be still!’

			‘Enough prophecies, sorcerer. They’re what put you in chains in the first place,’ the second prisoner, Garrula Heko, growled, glaring at the back of Elabrin’s head as if she wanted to stab a knife in it. From what Kantus knew of Heko’s unsavoury reputation, she would have no qualms about killing the mage. Small and lithe as a gutter viper, with a round face and deep-set eyes, Heko cut an unassuming figure. But if Governor Bettrum’s journals could be believed, she was a purveyor of the most illicit and baneful toxins, linked to over a dozen poisonings over the past decade. 

			‘I am but a mouthpiece,’ Elabrin sighed, his voice taking on a weary tone.

			‘It is not your prophecies that concern me.’ Kantus rested one hand on the pommel of his duelling sword. ‘But what steps you might have taken to realise them.’

			‘Governor Bettrum would have brought doom to Uliashtai.’ Elabrin shifted with a clatter of chains. ‘I do not deny I prophesied this, but I did not murder him.’

			‘That remains for the Order to determine.’ It was highly unorthodox, Kantus’ superiors demanding to see to the matter personally, but Governor Bettrum hailed from an old Azyrite family, one with connections that stretched throughout the Mortal Realms. And if Kantus understood anything, it was the importance of connections – favours paid and owed, the invisible currency of Azyrite society, one far more valuable than gold. 

			As the fifth son of a minor noble family, Kantus had joined the Order of Azyr to root out corruption and rid the realms of the heretical filth that gnawed at the roots of civilisation. If he happened to rise through the ranks of the Order in the bargain, it would only mean he was better placed to do Sigmar’s holy work.

			The witch hunter regarded the three prisoners. One of them was a murderer and a heretic. If two innocents needed to suffer to find the guilty party, such was the price of justice. 

			‘Lord Bettrum was slain sometime in the night. His bodyguards saw no one enter or leave, there was no sign of a struggle, no forced entry and nothing out of place – this suggests sorcery.’ 

			‘He’s got you there, mage,’ Heko drawled.

			‘Or poison,’ Kantus countered. Governor Bettrum had tracked Heko for years, but had been unable to link her to a single murder. It would be quite the coup for Kantus to visit Sigmar’s justice upon such a traitor. 

			‘This still does not explain why you dragged me from my garrison, witch hunter.’ Captain Lim met Kantus’ gaze with unflinching calm. The third of his suspects, Lim was a broad-shouldered woman who bore her chains with the easy familiarity of someone used to bulky armour. 

			Kantus gave the captain a thin smile. ‘Your disagreements with the governor are well known.’

			‘Hardly a condemnation.’ The captain’s lip curled, revealing several missing teeth. ‘If I wanted Bettrum dead, I would have challenged him to a duel.’

			‘Like you did Captain Hardanger?’

			Her jaw pulsed. ‘Hardanger was a drunk. Inebriation and high ramparts make for poor bedfellows.’

			‘Be that as it may, you gained from your old captain’s death, just as you stand to gain from Lord Bettrum’s.’ Kantus cocked his head. ‘Or did I misread your petition to be named interim governor?’

			‘I have fought for Uliashtai my whole life, bled for it.’ Lim stiffened. ‘I would die for my city.’

			‘Kill for it, too, I presume,’ Kantus replied. ‘The captain of the city guard would be intimately familiar with the governor’s security, the layout of his chambers, patrol routes, perhaps even his nightly routine.’ 

			The captain lapsed into cold silence. 

			‘Lord Bettrum’s body bore only one wound – on his stomach, just below the ribs,’ Kantus said. ‘None of his servants were aware of the injury, and yet the wound had putrefied, dark veins spreading through the governor’s body, paralysing him long before the corruption reached his heart. He died alone and in great pain, unable to even call for help. Do any of you know what might have caused such a death?’

			‘They tread silken paths, delicate and deadly. Legs like knives, mouths like daggers.’ Elabrin let out a soft moan, but Kantus remained watching the other two prisoners. 

			Lim gave no reaction. 

			Heko, however, did. 

			It was slight – a tick at the corner of the poisoner’s mouth, a narrowing of her eyes – and yet it was the first crack in Heko’s mask. Now, Kantus only needed to widen it.

			‘Heko, let me see your manacles.’ The witch hunter reached for the keys at his belt. ‘I wish to speak with–’

			A scream from the front of the convoy, from where the guards had travelled out of sight, drowned out the witch hunter’s order. 

			Kantus drew his blade, gripping the rein of the snorting ibuq tighter. But the trees were silent and still, leaves motionless in the gathering gloom.

			Yusán burst around the corner, running up to them. He was stripped to the waist, skin sheened with sweat, a chipped axe clutched in his white-knuckled hands. 

			‘Lord, come quickly,’ Yusán panted. ‘Herat fell.’

			‘Stay with the prisoners. If any run, cut them down.’ With a curse, Kantus dodged past the wide-eyed guard. The path curved around the great bole of a serashem tree and up a small rise. Kantus crested the hill to see Bas and another guard feverishly hacking a long section of mirrorvine from the lower branches. Herat was nowhere to be seen.

			‘Watch your step, lord.’ Bas grabbed Kantus’ shoulder, preventing him from stumbling headlong into the pit that bisected the path. The old veteran’s face was bone pale, his eyes tight and worried.

			The pit was about ten feet wide and perhaps twice as deep, with an uneven, roughly excavated look. Herat lay splayed across the bottom, moaning faintly. Blood pooled around the sharpened stakes that pierced her body. Kantus noticed a disturbing, oily sheen to the wood, far different from the quicksilver sap of freshly cut serashem. 

			‘Tie this off.’ Bas handed the cut vine to the other guard, throwing the length into the pit. ‘I’m going down.’

			Another pained moan came from the pit.

			‘Get her out. Quickly. I’m less worried about the pit than whatever fashioned it. Fishing her out for too long will leave us exposed.’ Kantus shook his head, his dreams of power and ­patronage vanishing like morning mist. ‘Then the Order will have to wait. We are turning back.’ 

			‘Thank you, lord.’ Bas gave a grateful nod. 

			Kantus sheathed his blade, stepping up to help lower Bas. The mirrorvine scraped across his gloves as he let the length play out, the other guard braced behind him. 

			Bas took the descent slowly. With each step loose dirt trickled down upon Herat.

			‘Almost there,’ the veteran called up. ‘Keep it steady, a moment more and I’ll have her.’

			Elabrin’s panicked shriek echoed up the path. ‘Their eyes are upon us!’

			Unable to see the prisoners down the tree-shrouded hill, Kantus half-turned to shout at the mage for silence, but the vine suddenly jerked in his hands, dragging him towards the pit. 

			As Kantus teetered over the edge, he saw what had snagged the vine. One of Bas’ boots had triggered some manner of snare set into the side of the pit. This had released a tensioned branch anchored in the other wall. The branch, covered in long, thin spines, had whipped across to sink into the veteran’s exposed back. 

			Bas let out a soft cough, blood painting his lips. 

			‘Hold on!’ The witch hunter fought to regain his balance. ‘We will pull you out.’

			‘Skittering! Crawling!’ Elabrin’s voice had risen to a mad howl. ‘Struggling only draws the noose tighter!’

			Something fell from the branches above the witch hunter, dropping upon the guard behind him. Little more than an angular blur in the gloom, the spider was about the size of a large gryph-hound, with a bulbous body and profusion of long, slashing legs. The unfortunate guard shrieked as it sunk vicious fangs into his neck. 

			Unable to anchor the vine alone, Kantus was forced to let go or be dragged into the pit. The heavy thud from below was like a spear driven into the Kantus’ his breast. Anger and despair warred within him. He reached for the fury, let it lend him strength. Only survivors could mourn the dead.

			Snatching his blade from his belt, Kantus charged the spider. An arrow hissed by the witch hunter’s face, and, with a start, he realised there was a grot crouched atop the beast, giggling and howling as the spider mauled Kantus’ guard.

			He slashed at the grot, a looping strike that lopped the top from the creature’s bow and carved a thin red line across its hateful face. Instead of recoiling, the grot leapt at him, spitting blood as it brandished a wickedly curved dagger. 

			Kantus pivoted, the grot’s slash cutting fabric rather than flesh. Before it could attack again, Kantus slashed it across the chest then kicked the shrieking creature into the pit. 

			A flicker of motion at the edge of his vision gave Kantus warning just before the spider leapt at him. He spun, blade piercing the chitin just above the creature’s dripping fangs, sliding through its head into its body. The beast’s knife-sharp legs cut long gashes on the witch hunter’s shins, its jaws gnashing inches away from his exposed flesh. But he bore down, teeth gritted, and finally the creature’s spasms stopped.

			Panting, Kantus gave the blade one final twist and stood, prepared for more grots to leap from the dark branches, but the forest remained still and silent. 

			After a long moment, Kantus glanced down at the spider-bitten guard. Foam dribbled from lips that had turned a deep, bruised purple. His eyes bulged sightlessly from his head, and his hands were hooked into agonised claws. 

			Suddenly, a yell pierced the night. Kantus hurried back towards the prisoners. As he approached, he saw Yusán trying to control the terrified ibuq, while Heko and Captain Lim stood head to head. From this distance, he could only hear snippets of what they were saying.

			‘I warned you, captain,’ Heko hissed. ‘If you–’

			The rest of the woman’s words were drowned out by a loud moan from Elabrin.

			‘Too late…’ The mage turned his bloodshot eyes on Kantus. ‘Far too late.’

			‘What happened?’ Yusán’s voice cracked. ‘Where are Bas and the others?’

			Kantus shook his head. 

			Captain Lim shifted with a jangle of heavy chains. ‘I am sorry. They seemed like good soldiers.’

			‘They were.’ Kantus gathered up the ibuq’s reins, dragging the beast’s head around as it snorted and stamped, pale yellow eyes terrified. 

			‘What are you doing?’ Heko asked.

			‘It is too dangerous to press forward,’ Kantus replied. ‘We must head back and take the old Lantic road.’

			‘You will never leave this forest.’ 

			Elabrin’s words sent a shiver up Kantus’ spine. 

			‘Quiet, mage, before I gag you.’

			‘He’s right, actually,’ Captain Lim said. ‘I’ve fought the Spiderfang before. That grot back there was just a scout. There are probably a dozen more closing in on us right now.’

			Kantus tugged at the ibuq, scowling as the lizard tossed its heavy head in agitation. ‘And what would you have me do?’

			The captain held up her manacled hands.

			‘Free us.’

			‘And risk the murderer slipping a dagger into my back?’

			‘You’ll never outrun the Spiderfang, not like this,’ Lim replied. ‘When they come, and they will come, you are going to need every blade.’

			As if to echo the captain’s warning, a low, hollow drumming echoed through the forest, still distant, the direction impossible to place.

			‘What use is any of this if we’re all dead?’ Heko asked.

			Kantus glanced at Elabrin, but the mage was staring sadly at his feet, silent for once. Yusán seemed on the verge of panic, terrified gaze sweeping the darkened branches, his axe gripped in white-knuckled fists. 

			‘If I am going to die, let me do it with a blade in my hands.’ Lim shook her chains. ‘Not bound and hobbled like a beast marked for slaughter.’

			Kantus felt a rare uncertainty well up through the cracks in his resolve. The captain was right – if he continued as planned, he would never reach the Order’s stronghold, never stand before his superiors with the revelation of who murdered the governor. 

			Knowing he had no other choice, Kantus set his jaw and drew the key from his belt and opened the chest secured to the ibuq’s back. Throwing the lid back, he revealed the weapons and equipment he had seized from the prisoners. 

			‘Lord?’ Apprehension whetted Yusán’s question to razor sharpness. ‘Is that wise?’

			Kantus gave no reply, instead turning to unlock the chains binding the prisoners. 

			‘You should get rid of the ibuq. It will slow us down.’ Captain Lim retrieved her blade from the land lizard’s back. ‘Drive it into the forest. The noise might distract the Spiderfangs.’

			‘I thought you said we couldn’t outrun them.’ Heko massaged her chafed wrists as Kantus removed her manacles and leg irons.

			‘We cannot.’ The captain tried a few practice cuts in the air, then nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘But that does not mean we shouldn’t try.’

			Heko nodded, helping herself to her crossbow, quiver and brace of daggers from the chest. 

			‘Promise me, when the time comes…’ Elabrin’s eyes were little more than shadowed hollows in a face weathered as old parchment. His gaze flicked to Kantus’ blade then back to the witch hunter’s face. ‘Do not let them take me alive.’

			‘No one is taking you anywhere but me,’ Kantus replied.

			Elabrin’s laugh was almost a sob. 

			The clang of boots on fallen leaves caused Kantus to turn. He saw Heko sprinting down the path towards the pit.

			‘Do not let these two move,’ the witch hunter growled to the guard. With a curse, he ran after Heko, rounding the bend in the trail to see her kneeling by the dead spider.

			‘Calm yourself, witch hunter.’ Heko used one of her daggers to cut into the spider’s mouth, deftly working the blade around to remove a bloodied bit of viscera. ‘Venom sac. The spiders may be immune to it, but I’m willing to bet the grots aren’t.’

			She slit it open, then dipped her daggers and quarrels into the venom.

			Kantus drew his blade. ‘How does a person come to know so much about poisons?’ 

			‘That’s a foolish question.’ Heko stood. Sheathing her dagger, she stepped around Kantus, apparently untroubled by the blade hovering inches away from her throat. ‘A good purveyor knows all her trappings.’

			Kantus did not lower his blade.

			‘I didn’t murder Bettrum, witch hunter.’

			‘The governor wanted to see you hanged.’

			‘The governor was an imbecile.’ Her lip curled into a half-snarl. ‘What was Bettrum’s count? A dozen murders, and he couldn’t find one shred of evidence to link me to them. Why would I poison someone that inept?’ 

			Before the witch hunter could answer, Lim jogged up, heavy boots thudding on the path. The captain had helped herself to a pack and torches from the ibuq’s back.

			‘You caught her.’ Lim raised her own sword. ‘Now, kill this criminal and be done with it.’

			‘I administer justice here, not you, captain,’ Kantus said.

			‘Elabrin is a mad old man. I am a Freeguild captain with years in Sigmar’s service. She is as dangerous as the grots.’ Lim gestured to Heko. ‘She is the assassin, a poisoner with a dozen killings to her name. The answer is clear, witch hunter. We do not have time to argue.’

			‘You are correct.’ Kantus sheathed his sword and turned to move. ‘We do not.’

			The witch hunter’s shoulders tensed as he jogged down the path, but neither the captain nor the poisoner stuck a blade in his back. He paused to retrieve a pack of supplies from the ibuq’s back, then slapped the beast on the haunch to set it careening into the forest. It was almost fully dark now, the trees little more than smudged shadows at the edge of the path. 

			‘I will light our path,’ Elabrin said as the others jogged up.

			The mage muttered a few words, and an orb of soft blue light appeared in the air above the witch hunter. Without another word, they hurried down the path.

			‘How is it these creatures can hunt so close to Uliashtai?’ Kantus asked between panting breaths.

			‘I wanted to lead patrols through the Rustwood,’ Lim replied. ‘But the governor thought our forces were better deployed elsewhere.’

			They ran through the corroded gloom for what seemed an eternity, grot drums echoing around them steady as the beat of a hideous heart.

			Branches trembled in the murky dark, angular shadows skirting the circle of Elabrin’s light. The trees opened into a clearing where someone had piled a small cairn of earth and stone. 

			Heko leapt atop the mound, levelling her crossbow at the path ahead. ‘They’re all around us.’

			Red eyes glittered in the gloom. With mounting desperation, Kantus noticed the slick flash of chitin glinting in the pale blue light. 

			Lim drew her blade. ‘This seems as good a place to die as any.’ 

			‘We need to find cover,’ Kantus said, casting about for something to shelter behind.

			‘Lord, over there!’ Yusán gestured towards where more cairn stones formed a natural barrier. The guard had barely taken a step towards the cover when an arrow flicked from the shadows to strike him just above the collar bone. Yusán raised one trembling hand, probing at the wound as if to assure himself of its reality. Blood dribbled down his chin as he opened his mouth to speak, but all that emerged was a wet rasp.

			Another arrow thudded into the young guard’s chest, and he toppled limply to the ground.

			Elabrin raised his hands, words of power spilling from his cracked lips. The mage’s voice took on an uncanny resonance – not quite an echo, but more as if another inhuman voice were incanting the words and Elabrin merely repeated them. Beams of pale radiance criss-crossed the clearing like the web of a mad spider. 

			 Kantus watched, wide-eyed, as a grot arrow flitted along one of the beams, the glow winking out a moment after the arrow thudded into the ground.

			‘Beware the light,’ Elabrin called. ‘Our attackers cannot see it, but it will mark the path of their missiles before they fire.’

			As if to echo the mage’s words, a shaft of light illuminated Kantus’ shoulder, and he stepped aside as an arrow hissed past.

			Shielded by Elabrin’s sorcery, he and his companions slunk and ducked around the clearing, arrows hissing harmlessly by. Heko sent a bolt of her own into the jagged shadows, grinning as a grot tumbled from the branches to crash bonelessly to the ground.

			Again, Elabrin’s incantation split the air, this time summoning a spinning maelstrom of tiny comets around the mage. Arcane wind blew his hair and beard into wild gusts as he set the points of light streaking into the trees, their impacts marked by chittering shrieks.

			Chitin cracked and spiders dropped from the branches to skitter at the mage, their riders brandishing crooked spears and long, serrated knives.

			Kantus swept in front of Elabrin and ran through one of the grots as Lim hacked at its mount. Her heavier blade sheared through the spider’s bloated body, spattering all of them with bits of oily viscera. One of Heko’s bolts caught another rider in the shoulder, and the grot tumbled from its mount, convulsing as white foam poured from its mouth.

			A spider dropped onto Kantus’ back. Off balance, he twisted to dislodge it, pitching forward as he broke free of the creature’s knife-like legs. Impact with the ground knocked the wind from the witch hunter. He clenched his jaw against the white after-images flickering across his vision and rolled over just in time to raise his blade to meet the spider’s skittering leap.

			The spider’s legs scrabbled for purchase even as its fangs twitched closer to Kantus’ throat, stopped only by his blade. On the creature’s back, its grot rider screeched and spat, stabbing at the witch hunter with its crooked-bladed spear.

			Kantus shifted in the stony dirt, desperate to avoid the spear and fangs, both of which were undoubtedly poisoned. Unable to throw the spider, he grabbed the blade of his sword. The sharp edge cut through his glove and into his hand, but he only cursed and sawed the sword across the spider’s mouth. It made a high-pitched shriek and scuttled back into the darkened trees, leaving a trail of greenish-yellow blood.

			Kantus had no sooner rolled to his knees when the screeching grot returned from the shadows. The witch hunter threw himself to the side to avoid the Spiderfang’s spear thrust, reaching up to grab the haft of the spear and drag the grot down. Unable to bring their weapons to bear, the two struggled on the ground. Kantus hammered a fist into the grot’s ribs, then screamed as the little monster sank its fangs into his bicep.

			Filthy fingernails clawed at the witch hunter’s face, reopening the cut on Kantus’ cheek as the grot tried to hook a claw into his eye. Kantus wedged his blade between the grot’s jaws in an attempt to pry it free from his arm. He felt the creature try to pull away, and reached up to hook his bloody fingers behind its head. The grot shrieked and struggled, but slowly, Kantus ground its hideous face into his bared blade. Hot ichor spilled across the witch hunter’s arm as the sharp edge cut into the grot’s flesh. 

			At last its jaws released, and Kantus hurled the beast aside. Struggling to his feet, he ran it through before the grot could scamper off into the night.

			A glance around the clearing showed Lim engaged with a pair of spider riders, and Heko atop the cairn, launching bolt after bolt into the canopy. The sight of his prisoners surrounded by grots sent a shiver of helpless fury through Kantus. He had led them all to their deaths, and every moment brought him closer to failing in his mission to present Governor Bettrum’s murderer to the Order. 

			Elabrin’s scream cut the air as a rope of webbing caught his leg. He clawed at the dirt as the unseen spiders dragged him from the clearing. 

			Kantus lunged after the screaming mage, dropping his sword to catching Elabrin’s flailing arm with both hands. 

			‘No!’ 

			The witch hunter pulled until he thought his shoulders might tear. But with hands slick with blood and the dead spider’s ichor, it was hard for Kantus to get a good grip. Slowly, Elabrin slipped from his grasp.

			‘Please.’ The mage’s voice was terrified. ‘Do not let them–’

			His plea was choked off as a strand of webbing looped around Elabrin’s neck, jerking the mage from Kantus’ hands.

			The witch hunter spun to snatch up his blade, thinking to cut the webbing. When he turned back, Elabrin was gone, his thin, choked wail vanishing amidst the retreating thunder of Spiderfang drums.

			As if to punctuate the mage’s fate, Elabrin’s magical light flickered and disappeared, reducing the clearing to almost total darkness.

			 Kantus put his back against a tree, sword at the ready, but no new monstrosities leapt from the shadows. Even the drums had fallen silent for the moment. 

			Panting, he rooted around in his pack for a torch. The firelight showed a scene of slaughter, grot and spider bodies strewn across the clearing, the cairn stones stained with dark ichor. 

			There was a spark in the shadows, then a bright flare as another torch was lit. Heavy footfalls approached. Squinting into the glare, Kantus discerned Lim’s broad-shouldered shadow. The captain sported a nasty gash across her forehead and several bloody patches on her uniform.

			‘Elabrin?’ she asked.

			‘Taken.’ Kantus frowned. ‘And Heko?’

			Lim nodded at the cairn, lifting her torch so Kantus could see the smuggler’s body curled upon the bloodstained stones.

			Kantus shook his head. ‘Why did the Spiderfangs withdraw?’

			‘To toy with us,’ Lim replied. ‘Why else?’

			Despair settled on Kantus’ shoulders, heavy as a sodden cloak. 

			‘We should keep moving.’ He straightened. One prisoner remained to him, he would deliver her to the Order or die in the attempt.

			Captain Lim gave a solemn nod. ‘Edge of the forest can’t be too far, now.’

			In truth, Kantus did not know. He stepped towards Heko’s body.

			‘What are you doing?’ Lim asked.

			‘Heko’s equipment might hold the key to your exoneration.’ Kantus knelt to retrieve the smuggler’s crossbow and daggers. ‘I had neither the time nor resources to examine her blades back in Uliashtai, but at the Order’s stronghold I may be able to find traces of the poison that killed Governor Bettrum.’

			At first, it seemed as if Heko had succumbed to the throes of spider venom, until Kantus noticed the dark veins of corruption threading her neck. With surprise, he realised her hands were similarly afflicted, her fingernails the exact shade of bruised purple that Governor Bettrum’s had been.

			The back of Kantus’ neck prickled. Suddenly, he felt very exposed.

			A boot scuffed on dirt, and the witch hunter threw himself aside as Lim’s blade struck sparks from the cairn stones. 

			‘Couldn’t leave well enough alone.’ Lim aimed another cut at the witch hunter’s head. ‘We could have left this forest together. Heko could have taken the blame. Everyone wins.’

			‘Not Governor Bettrum.’ Kantus rolled to his feet. Tossing his torch at Lim’s face, he closed with a fast thrust.

			The captain batted his blade aside with her torch, then lunged, far quicker than Kantus had expected. Unable to block her heavier blade, he twisted to avoid the thrust, scoring a shallow cut on her forearm as he dodged past. 

			Scowling, Lim flexed her hand. ‘The old mage was right – Bettrum would have doomed Uliashtai. The Spiderfang gather on our very doorstep, and what does he do? Dispatch half the city guard on desert patrol.’

			‘It is not your place to question. The governor would be privy to information you were not.’ 

			In reply, Lim spat upon the ground.

			Kantus circled the captain. Although Lim was likely of equal strength to him, her blade was heavier. She was a soldier – used to the vicious cut and thrust of battle, but Kantus was a skilled duellist, Azyr-trained and blooded. Had this been a duel, he would have tried to tire her out and reopen her wounds, but time was not on his side. The Spiderfang could return at any moment. 

			He launched a series of quick cuts, leaving his left side exposed. As the witch hunter had hoped, Lim thrust at his chest. He skipped aside and swung a wide cut at her face, twisting his wrist at the last moment to aim the backswing at her throat.

			Unable to block the cut, the captain surprised Kantus by dropping her torch and reaching up to catch his blade. Blood welled through her thick glove, the only thing having prevented her from losing her hand. She screamed as Kantus tried to rip the sword free, but held firm. 

			Her own blade came up, and Kantus desperately hooked her wrist with his free hand. Lim’s breath was hot on his cheek as they twisted and strained, each trying to force their blade closer to the other. The captain was strong, but every moment saw Kantus’ sword bite deeper into the flesh of her palm.

			A heartbeat, perhaps two and it would be at her throat.

			The captain twisted her blade’s hilt, and, with a soft click, a small blade sprang from the base of its pommel. Little more than a finger’s width, the concealed blade had a sickly purple sheen, its edges glistening with vile toxin as it hovered mere inches from Kantus’ eye. 

			‘I had hoped to spare you this.’ Lim shifted to put her weight behind the blade, bearing down. 

			The witch hunter’s arms trembled with strain. Desperately, he drove a knee into Lim’s stomach, and the captain let out a surprised breath. In the momentary weakness before she could catch her wind, Kantus jerked her blade away from his face. He meant to rip his own weapon free before she could bring the poisoned dagger to bear once more, but instead of stabbing at him, Lim dropped her blade and punched Kantus in the face.

			He staggered back, eyes watering as the captain hit him again, and again. Kantus tried to raise his blade, but his head spun, his movements jerky and wooden. Dully, he felt his sword ripped from his hand, then the cold bite of steel as Lim drove it into his midsection.

			Kantus fell back against the edge of the cairn, boots churning the bloody ground as he struggled to rise. It was as if Kantus were buried under the cairn rather than slumped against it. Through blurry eyes he watched the captain bend to retrieve her sword, straightening with a pained grunt.

			‘I am sorry for this. You seem like a true servant of Sigmar. As for the others…’ Lim turned to nod at Heko’s corpse. ‘For all her faults, Heko was a great purveyor. She could get anything for anyone, and didn’t ask questions.’ The captain paused. ‘Perhaps she should have.’ 

			‘Sigmar damn you.’ Kantus’ curse ended in a bloody cough.

			‘If it is any consolation, you have saved Uliashtai.’ Lim offered him a bloody smile, stooping to retrieve her torch, then cocked her head as the Spiderfang drums began once more. ‘The death of a witch hunter will surely bring retribution on the grots.’ 

			Kantus tried to speak, but the words would not come.

			‘Alas, I must leave you alive, I’m afraid. The spiders would avoid a poisoned corpse, but living prey…’ She took a few steps, and paused. ‘I will tell everyone you died a hero.’

			It was all Kantus could do to keep his dimming gaze fixed upon the captain’s back as she fled down the trail. At last, Lim’s light faded, leaving the witch hunter alone in a pool of guttering torchlight. 

			No, he was not alone. 

			Whisper-quiet, spiders gathered in the darkness above. Eyes glittering like coals in the hungry shadows, they descended on silken threads, legs like knives, mouths like daggers.
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			It was, at last, his season of rest.

			Lord Ormand walked slowly along the Suspire Bridge. The graceful, buttressed span used to link the keep in the upper reaches of the free city of Lugol to Blindhallow Pass, a narrow, treacherous fissure in the western arm of the Stonepain Mountains. The middle of the bridge was gone now, destroyed on Ormand’s orders, part of the physical and symbolic severing of Lugol from the darkness of Shyish. The jutting arcs, forever reaching towards each other and never to touch again, had become, for Ormand, the icon of the victory that had been the goal of his entire life. The goal achieved and secured, he could lay down his arms at last. There were others who were taking up the defence of Lugol in his stead. He could rest. 

			He had to pause twice, leaning on his ebony cane, before he reached the stump of a column that had been placed for him a few yards away from the gap in the span. With a groan, he sat down, facing the city. From here, he had a commanding perspective of Lugol and its surroundings. 

			The free city was built on a narrow, steep, rocky hill that stood apart from the sudden rise of the Stonepains. Its high walls protected it from enemies approaching on the plains. Concentric rings of battlements encircled the hill, all the way to the keep that surmounted the peak. Since its founding, it had never been taken. It had been more than a year, now, since the last siege. A year since the shattering of the Suspire Bridge. And a year since Lugol’s greatest wall, one that was built of something much stronger than stone, had been completed. 

			Far to the east, a caravan was making its way across the barren plain towards Lugol. Trade from Arkavas, no doubt. Two days’ march away, it was Lugol’s closest neighbour. It was not a free city. Its citizens bowed the knee to the Mortarch of Blood. Merchants still travelled between the two cities. Lugol could not, and had not, cut itself off from all intercourse with the other inhabitants of Shyish. It had, though, erected a barrier that mattered between it and the rest of the realm. Lugol was not just free of the domination of Neferata. It was, Ormand believed, free like no other city in Shyish.

			The fight for that freedom had consumed him. He no longer had movement in his left arm. Walking was slow and painful. He had lost his right eye. He did not think he had another year of life left in him. He did not mind. He was grateful for what he had been able to accomplish. And he was grateful to have reached, at last, his season of rest, a time for him without struggle while he still drew breath. The final sleep would not be long in coming, and until it did, he would savour the hard-earned calm.

			Sitting here, by himself, in the quiet of an evening – this was a prize worth the life he had paid for it.

			‘It is a pleasant evening to look upon the work of a lifetime.’ 

			The woman’s voice, low and rich, a sepulchral ambrosia, ran a frozen claw down Ormand’s spine. He jerked around painfully.

			He froze in shock. His heart beat like a war drum, and his flesh prickled cold.

			Neferata, Mortarch of Blood, sat on the edge of the Stonepain section of the span. Twenty feet of empty air separated her from Ormand. From the darkness of Blindhallow Pass, something huge growled.

			Neferata glanced over her shoulder. ‘Hush, Nagadron. Behave yourself and do not interrupt.’ She turned back to Ormond and smiled.

			Ormand clutched his cane. He wished for a sword. He tried to stand, but his legs betrayed him. 

			Neferata kept smiling. ‘I wish you would not flee, Lord Ormand, and deprive us of an interesting conversation.’ She sighed. ‘If you must go, though, then you must. Or perhaps you would be more comfortable if you summoned your guards?’

			Ormand hesitated, aware that his reactions implied that he doubted Lugol’s defences.

			‘Do I look as if I have come here for battle?’ Neferata asked.

			She did not, Ormand admitted to himself. She wore no armour, clad instead in riding clothes and an enormous wrap of blood-red silk. Its ends extended ten feet past the vampire queen, floating effortlessly in the evening breeze.

			‘A battle, no,’ Ormand said. ‘I think you would be content with an assassination.’ He could not run. He could not fight her. If this was his end, he would face it without wavering. She was powerful. It was possible that she could breach Lugol’s greatest barrier. Enough to kill him, at any rate.

			‘Assassinate you?’ Neferata raised her eyebrows in amusement. ‘Why would I wish to do that?’

			‘Vengeance,’ said Ormand.

			‘For what?’

			‘For sealing Lugol away from your foul touch.’

			She pretended to be hurt. ‘That would be a very petty thing for me to do.’

			‘It would also be futile,’ Ormand told her. ‘My corpse will be disposed of like any other, and my death would in no way weaken the city. My succession is assured.’

			‘So I have heard,’ said Neferata. ‘You have trained your daughter well. I gather that Kristane is already, in all but name, the ruler of Lugol. I congratulate you both, but you most of all, for your achievement.’ She lifted her hands towards the city. ‘Behold Lugol!’ she cried to an absent audience. ‘The city of Shyish where death is forbidden!’

			‘Your mockery is a sign of impotence,’ said Ormand.

			‘My mockery?’ She clicked her tongue. ‘I am justly chided, Lord Ormand. My pretence at ignorance does me no credit. I should declare things as they are. The powers of Death have no purchase in Lugol. Is that a better summation of your accomplishment?’

			It was. There were no vampires in Lugol. No ghosts haunted its streets. There were no cemeteries inside the city walls. Any citizen who died was taken out to the plain and cremated there. And runic defences, a labour that had lasted throughout Ormand’s reign, warded off all necromantic arts from the city’s hill.

			‘The accumulated wards of your sorcerers are powerful,’ Neferata said approvingly. ‘I am an admirer of ambition executed well.’

			‘Which you have nevertheless come to destroy. I can guess your intent. You wish me to invite you into the city, and so destroy us from the inside.’

			Neferata laughed. ‘Are your wards so easily bypassed? Is that all it would take? A single traitor in your midst? One citizen whose fit of pique brings down an entire city? Is this true?’

			‘It is not.’

			‘I am glad to hear it! And tell me, Lord Ormand, do you feel an urge to ask me to join you on your half of this broken span?’

			‘I would sooner die.’

			‘That too, I am glad to hear,’ Neferata said. ‘It would appear, then, that you have nothing to fear from me.’

			The fact that she was making Ormand’s case for him made him more uneasy. ‘Why are you here?’ he demanded.

			‘I am here because you interest me. Lugol is unique among cities. I have never encountered the like before. I adore the unique. I collect it.’

			‘You will never collect Lugol.’

			‘Forgive me. I misspoke.’ Always that smile. None of Ormand’s defiance seemed to diminish the Mortarch’s good humour. ‘What I should have said is that I would like to understand you better.’

			‘There is nothing for the likes of you to understand.’ Ormand used his cane to lever himself to his feet.

			‘Are you going?’ Neferata asked.

			‘I am.’

			‘Perhaps we shall speak again tomorrow?’

			Ormand didn’t answer. He turned his back on the vampire and walked away. He expected a tug on his will to pull him back. He braced himself to struggle against the undertow of Neferata’s power. But his return to the keep was no more difficult than it ever was.

			‘I wish you a pleasant evening, and an untroubled rest,’ Neferata called.

			Ormand reached the portcullis that guarded the access to the bridge from the base of the keep’s north-east watchtower. It was open, and Kristane was waiting for him there, along with an escort of guards. She was in full armour, sword in hand.

			‘You saw us, then,’ Ormand said.

			‘Yes. Should we have come to your aid, Father? We were ready, but you did not look for us or call for help.’

			‘You did the right thing,’ Ormand said. They entered the keep, and the guards lowered the portcullis. It descended with an emphatic clang, another of the city’s defences sealing off the danger without. ‘An unprovoked attack might be exactly what Neferata seeks. No one is to confront her. No one is to venture onto that bridge.’

			‘And you, Father?’ Kristane asked. ‘The same applies to you? We cannot risk you.’

			Ormand looked at his daughter, as strong and commanding as he had once been, but far wiser. Including now, at this moment, because though he knew she was right, he was also curious about the vampire’s interest. ‘What happens to me is not important any more,’ he said.

			Ormand told Kristane the same thing the next day. In spite of Neferata’s well-wishing, he had slept badly. He had lain awake, revisiting every detail of the encounter, trying to find the key to the puzzle it presented. He did not believe Neferata’s purported reason for seeking him out. If she was here, she presented a threat, to him and to all of Lugol. What he could not see was the nature of that threat. He continued to wrestle with the puzzle when he rose at dawn, and then throughout the day, even while, at Kristane’s side, he ensured that the defences were reinforced, and that the city was put on a war footing.

			When evening came, and the watch sent warning that the Mortarch of Blood had appeared on the Suspire Bridge again, Ormand made his way to the tower portcullis without hesitation or internal debate. He had known since last night that he would return. Neferata might not have used force of any kind to pull him out, but she had played well on his curiosity. 

			Kristane walked with him as far as the portcullis, trying to convince him not to venture out onto the bridge. ‘She’s manipulated you into speaking with her again,’ she said.

			‘I know,’ said Ormand. ‘I can see that very well.’

			‘Then I don’t understand why you are doing what she wants.’

			He sighed, feeling the deep ache of the years in his bones, and sensing how short his season of rest would be before his end. ‘Because I have to know what she intends. I know this is a risk, but I do not think it is to Lugol, not if we are careful.’

			‘Careful how? Other than ignoring her. If you do not make yourself her plaything, she will be forced to change her tactics.’

			‘We will be careful by ensuring that any possible harm ends with me. If I die, then I must be disposed of like any other corpse. I must be hurled from the end of the bridge if necessary. I will land outside the city walls. Still, I don’t think she plans to kill me. I think she was truthful about that.’

			‘On what possible basis can you say that?’

			‘That my assassination would be too crude an act for a being such as her.’

			Kristane looked unconvinced. ‘Even if you are right, you are still playing her game by going out to meet her. Neferata does not engage in games she thinks she can lose.’

			‘And if we do as you suggest, and hide behind our walls, refusing to confront her, what if that is what she wants us to do? What if that is playing into her hands?’

			Kristane didn’t answer.

			‘So we are clear? No matter what, do not put the city at risk to save me.’

			She sighed. ‘Clear, Father.’

			‘Thank you. And remember, Lugol is safe, because it has you.’ He passed under the portcullis and walked slowly down the span, taking comfort in the knowledge that sentries watched him, and that his city had a strong protector.

			Neferata was seated as she had been the night before. She bowed her head in greeting as Ormand approached the gap in the span and sat down on his stump of pillar. ‘I am glad to see you, Lord Ormand,’ she said. ‘I am flattered that you have accepted to continue our dialogue.’ Her laughter was melodious with veiled cruelty. ‘We have so much to say to one another!’

			‘I doubt that,’ Ormand said. ‘Yet I am here, notwithstanding. What is it that we have to discuss?’

			‘My enlightenment! I seek to understand the true nature of Lugol’s greatness. Tell me, please, what is it that you think you have accomplished here?’

			‘We have freed Lugol from you, and from Nagash,’ he said proudly.

			Neferata cocked her head, giving Ormand a long, amused look. ‘I see that you do not jest. You cannot really believe that, can you? All that dies belongs to Nagash, and everything must die. And this is Shyish. All life in this realm exists only with the forbearance of the Great Necromancer.’

			‘Is that true of the Stormcast Eternals?’

			Neferata shrugged gracefully. ‘They will learn who owns them, in due time. And you are not eternal, Lord Ormand. Do you think you will escape Nagash after your death?’

			‘I do not know what will happen to me when I die,’ Ormand said. ‘Therefore, it is not my concern. I know what will happen to Lugol, and I am content with that.’

			‘That does not seem much of a prize.’

			‘Oh, it is. I am free of Nagash while I live, and so is every soul within our walls.’

			‘If I grant that you are correct in what you say,’ said Neferata, ‘what does that accomplish?’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘How do you benefit?’

			‘In freedom, as I said.’

			‘What freedom?’

			‘Your question is a foolish one. You have been answered.’

			‘Are you going, Lord Ormand? So soon?’

			He hadn’t noticed that he had risen. His body wanted him to leave. The proximity of the Mortarch made his heart pound with anxiety. He was sweating. His hands shook.

			Furious with himself, he sat back down. ‘I find it painful to sit still too long,’ he muttered. 

			If she thought he was lying, she gave no sign. ‘Let us return to the question of benefit. I ask again, what is the good of this freedom you claim to have achieved? Do you not live in fear of the likes of me?’ She looked up and pointed, her arm striking like a serpent. A moment later, she snatched an arrow out of the air. She shook her head. ‘Your guards are anxious, Lord Ormand, and easily startled.’ She waved at the sentries, and sat back, relaxed. ‘Do you see what I mean? The life of Lugol must be one of perpetual siege, even when no army is present.’

			‘Do not mistake vigilance for fear,’ said Ormand.

			‘Do not mistake fear for vigilance,’ Neferata countered. ‘And consider the other aspects of your struggle. You have no protection other than your own. Or do you have a permanent garrison of the Stormcast Eternals in Lugol?’

			For the first time, Ormand laughed. ‘I am insulted by so transparent a ploy for information.’

			Neferata looked serious. ‘You should be insulted, if that was what it was. My question was rhetorical. I know that the Anvils of the Heldenhammer left Lugol for more pressing campaigns quite some time ago. We might say that accomplishing what you have in the past year and more is all the more impressive for having been done without their help. Is that true, though? My reach has grown too. The mountains to your east, and the plains to the horizon, are all part of Neferatia. Lugol has no strategic significance. It is nestled within my borders, and so an attack by the forces of Chaos is unlikely. You benefit from my protection without the pledge of fealty.’

			‘We want none of your protection,’ said Ormand.

			‘No, you seek protection from me.’ The white of her teeth glinted in the deepening evening, as if she were bathed in a fell light with no source other than her own presence.

			‘We do not seek what we have achieved. You cannot enter here.’ No matter how much she pretended not to care, that was the truth of the situation, and Ormand took pride in reminding her of it.

			‘What else do you shut out?’ Neferata asked. ‘What else, when your existence is nothing but struggle and terror? Is it to your benefit that your possibilities of trade are so reduced?’

			‘They are sufficient to our needs.’

			‘Sufficient to your needs,’ Neferata repeated. ‘A pauper’s phrase, devoid of anything that makes existence worth experiencing. What of joy, Lord Ormand? Is there joy in Lugol?’

			‘Who are you to speak of joy?’ Ormand shot back.

			‘Who better? My joys are many. Even this conversation is one. Art is another. Art is not sufficient to a need. Not in the sense that you mean, because I suspect you do not conceive of needs that are not related to a ration of food and a strong wall. Art is the excess to existence that makes it worthwhile. How do your sculptors fare in Lugol? Your painters? Your jewellers? Your poets and your musicians? Do they exist?’

			‘This is pointless,’ said Ormand.

			Neferata brushed his weak response away. ‘Look at your towers and walls, Lord Ormand,’ she said. ‘Look at them with my eyes. I see bare stone. I see no ornamentation. I see no pride except in the fluttering of banners, and how ancient are they? Are they the last flourishing of art in Lugol? Do you have no space at all for the vitality of excess?’

			‘Excess,’ said Ormand. ‘The word seems important to you. Perhaps it describes you and your works very well. But I think what we are really discussing is decadence.’ He spat the word, disgusted.

			‘Yes!’ Neferata cried, overjoyed. ‘Yes! Decadence is right. The greatest art is decadent. If it were not, it would be sorely lacking, and in danger of being that worst of things, instructive. Oh, Lord Ormand, you should travel with me back to Nulahmia. Your succession is assured, as you said. There is nothing to hold you here. Come, and see what art can be. If I could show you the murals in the Palace of Seven Vultures. If you could see how ebony and gold and human bone can become one, making even the most humble candelabra exquisite, its beauty so far beyond the requirements of its function that beauty has become its true end. If you could hear the purity of music when it is worked upon still-living flesh. If only I could show you the sublimity that comes when cruelty removes all the fetters of art.’

			Ormand was on his feet again. ‘That is monstrous.’

			‘It is!’ said Neferata. ‘Perhaps you begin to understand.’

			‘I have heard enough,’ Ormand said. He began to walk away.

			‘I don’t think you have,’ said Neferata, her voice following him, its melody wrapping around him like guilt. ‘I think you should come again tomorrow. Until then, again I wish you rest. But think upon our words. Look for joy in your city, Lord Ormand. Look, and tell me tomorrow if you find it.’

			It was another bad night. Ormand barely slept at all this time. He was troubled by more than Neferata’s arguments. An hour after he retired to his bed, he began to cough. The fits shook him hard. They left him exhausted and spitting drops of blood. During the last month, he had been finding himself progressively shorter of breath. Now, when he breathed, his chest ached with the effort, and his lungs were scraped and ragged. When dawn finally came, he dragged himself from his bed with far less strength than the little he had had the evening before. 

			He was slow in dressing, slow enough that Kristane came to see if something was wrong. 

			‘All is well,’ he told her. He leaned on her arm and they walked out of the keep’s waking bastion and into the sun of the square that overlooked the rest of Lugol. ‘My time is drawing to its close,’ he said. 

			‘Father,’ Kristane said, and swallowed hard.

			‘Please don’t grieve. I am grateful. My body weighs heavily upon me. I will be glad to set this burden down.’

			‘This is the work of Neferata.’

			‘Loath as I am to defend her in any way, this is not her doing. I saw the end approach well before she arrived.’

			‘Perhaps so,’ Kristane said. ‘But please, do not speak with her again tonight.’

			Ormand gave her arm a squeeze. ‘I have nothing left to fear. Allow me this indulgence. It is my last combat, even if it is just a duel of words.’

			He left Kristane then, to make what he thought might be his last walk through the streets of his city. He spent the day, resting often, making his way down to the base of the hill and the outermost of Lugol’s walls, and then even more painfully walking back uphill. During the entire journey, he thought about what Neferata had said, and he saw the free city with different eyes. He saw the oppressive blankness of the stone façades. He saw the anxiety gnawing at the faces of his subjects. He saw people endlessly watching for the next person to die, so they might expel corpse and memory of friend or kin as soon as possible. Mourning was forbidden in Lugol, not through decree but through terror, as if the contemplation of loss were an invitation to death to pass through the gates.

			There was no art. There was no joy.

			But there is freedom. He kept telling himself that. He held on to the accomplishment of Lugol as tightly as he did his cane.

			He clutched it still when twilight came and he headed out onto the bridge once again. Ormand was eager to speak with Neferata this time. He would deny her the victory of his despair.

			Neferata’s face was solemn as he lowered himself onto his seat. ‘You don’t look well,’ she said.

			‘I am near my end,’ he said. ‘So there is really no reason for me to fear you.’

			‘I have said so from the beginning.’

			‘Now I am certain.’

			‘Tell me,’ Neferata said softly. ‘Have you lived well? Is your purpose fulfilled?’

			‘I have, and it is.’

			‘I am glad for you.’

			‘That is kind.’

			‘No,’ said Neferata, cold as absence. ‘I am not kind. Only a fool would think that of me.’

			‘I am no fool,’ said Ormand.

			‘You are not. So you knew I would not leave things there. I will make you defend your claim. You say your purpose is fulfilled. I ask, was it a worthy purpose? Was it worth the expense of your life?’

			‘Of course it was.’

			‘Did you do as I asked? Did you search for joy in your city?’

			Ormand didn’t answer.

			‘Did you find it?’

			He kept his silence. He would not be drawn into an obvious trap.

			Neferata continued to speak as if she had received the response she had expected.

			‘Purpose,’ she said. ‘Forces that are greater than ourselves impose obligations upon us. But purpose is self-created. I believe our purposes should be judged like any other form of creation.’ She paused. ‘Like any form of art.’ She smiled. ‘I look at your purpose, and see its embodiment in your city, and my judgement is a harsh one, Lord Ormand. There is no joy here. Listen to me. Listen to my words, to their sound, to the rhythms of my speech and the promise of music they contain. Listen to me, as you would the songs that have vanished from Lugol.’

			Ormand listened. Her voice swirled around him. It carried him along the flow of words and meaning. It was intoxicating, and he knew it was, but he knew there was nothing left to risk. Anything she tried with him was too late. He listened, he indulged in the melody, and when she was done, he would counter her arguments. He would turn his back on whatever blandishment she proffered. He would linger on the shores of her call until then.

			‘You have denied the aesthetic, Lord Ormand,’ said Neferata. ‘That is the crime for which you stand condemned. You have banished death. You have reduced it to the monotony of sheer disposal. You deny the surprise of death and its larger creation. You have turned your back on the revel of what comes after. The joy of blood, Lord Ormand, the eternal artistry of undeath and the immortality of change. Imagine them with me. Hear their glory in my voice. See their transcendence in my eyes. The gulf between us is meaningless if you send your imagination across the bridge. Listen and feel and learn, Lord Ormand. Know what you have rejected. Will you know, if only for a moment, what could have been? Will you know, if only for a moment, how to be surprised by the beauty of death?’

			Just for a moment.

			He felt it, then, the faintest touch of what he had denied himself and his city. He graced the edge of the monstrously sublime. The intricate convolutions of cruelties planned over centuries and enacted over generations revealed themselves as vistas of perfection. The exhilaration was vertiginous. He might fall from a height much greater than the bridge.

			‘Enough,’ Neferata said.

			Ormand blinked, bringing reality back into place before him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Enough.’ He stood quickly, energy coursing through his frame. He had confronted temptation so great he could barely understand its nature, and he had triumphed. He felt stronger than he had for decades. ‘We will speak no more,’ he said.

			‘Before you go,’ said Neferata, ‘shall I tell you what I want?’

			‘Yes. For all the good it will do you.’

			‘I do not want to lay siege to Lugol, Lord Ormand,’ she said. ‘There is a much more elegant way for the city to fall to me. I want you to do my work for me. I want you to go inside, and set about its destruction.’

			Ormand smiled. ‘You want what will not happen,’ he said.

			‘Oh, but it will.’

			‘And how is that possible?’

			‘Because you are my thrall.’

			Ormand’s smile froze and Neferata’s grew broad and knowing. 

			‘Feel your heartbeat, Lord Ormand.’

			He put his hand to his chest. He felt nothing. He clutched harder, and then, to his horror, he realised that he was not breathing. ‘What...’ he began.

			‘You are dead, Lord Ormand. You died as you were caught in the spell of my voice. Vampirism takes many forms. I can drain your essence through means other than blood. Now you have the infinite vistas of undeath before you. Will you throw them away?’

			‘No,’ Ormand said, and with a silent cry of despair, his will died. He would never disobey his queen, who had unveiled such truths to him, and given him so great a gift.

			‘Go then,’ said Neferata. ‘Go and bring art to Lugol.’

			Neferata returned the following night. The shimmer of wards that had surrounded Lugol was gone. She stood at the broken edge of the Suspire Bridge and waited. Shortly after her arrival, the portcullis rose and Kristane, armoured and robed, strode from the tower to the other side of the breach. ‘Queen Neferata,’ she said.

			‘Lady Kristane. Tell me why you are here.’

			‘To bend the knee to you,’ Kristane said, and she did, bowing her head. ‘I am here at my father’s bidding. There is no longer any need for succession. My father’s reign in Lugol will be eternal, and so I have come to offer you my service.’

			‘Rise, Lady Kristane.’

			Kristane stood.

			‘Smile for me.’

			Kristane obeyed, bearing her fangs. ‘Lugol is yours forever,’ she said.

			‘I am pleased.’ Neferata held out her hand. ‘Let us go, then. The celebration of blood awaits you.’

			Kristane stepped across the empty air and took her hand.
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			Beneath the display of smug arrogance, the Wolf could smell the tang of fear. There was no masking the scent, not from the lord of Ulfenkarn. Radukar let his lip curl back in the faintest hint of a smile, one pearly fang glistening in the flickering candlelight. 

			There was a moment where Radukar could see the confidence in the speaker’s attitude falter. His voice caught, and from the base of the dais the messenger’s eyes darted to the guards positioned either side of the Wolf’s throne. Though they stood at the foot of the steps, their brutish heads were on the same level as that of their seated master. Kosargi Nightguard – vicious ogors who’d served Radukar in life and continued to obey his every command in undeath. Even to a vampire they were an imposing sight, and a formidable menace.

			‘These terms are generous,’ the messenger said.

			Radukar tapped one of his clawed fingers against the arm of his throne, digging his nail into the wood and letting the splinters scatter to the floor. The chair had been carved for a prince of the ven Altens from shadeoak, one of the toughest woods known in Shyish, and this reminder that the ogors were far from the most fearsome thing in the Ebon Citadel seemed not to go unnoticed by the messenger. The vampire’s flesh was already pale, and it was impossible for the undead to sweat, but Radukar could smell the fear crawling through the messenger’s gut like an infestation of maggots.

			‘We only want what is our right,’ the messenger said, making a show of assuming a bold posture, as though such theatrics could deceive the Wolf.

			‘Valac Chrobak.’ Radukar let the name hiss from between his fangs. ‘What do you expect to gain from this? What is to be your reward?’

			‘The governing council will be re-established,’ Valac said.

			‘And Kritza has told you that you will sit on this council?’ The question came in a low growl.

			All pretence of Valac’s bravado was suddenly extinguished, and he waved his arms in a placating gesture. ‘There is a place for you on the council…’

			Radukar leaned forwards, his crimson eyes boring down into the other vampire. ‘Is that so? I am to be permitted to share power, am I? A council of equals, is it?’ He barked with cruel laughter. ‘You will sit at the table as my equal, Valac Chrobak? Were you not a traitor I would appoint you as my jester. You have a flair for the absurd.’

			The doors at the far end of the hall swung open as the mouldering servitors admitted a tall, broad-shouldered woman dressed in black. Natasyia’s red hair was pulled back into a single braid, which draped over her shoulder, weighted down by a ruby that glistened like blood. Her complexion had a milky paleness to it, somehow more graceful than the sickly hue of Valac’s. She barely gave the messenger a glance as she approached the throne, then dropped to one knee before Radukar and bowed her head.

			‘It is as this glib scallywag says, milord,’ Natasyia declared, her words twisted by the piratical jargon of her old life. Before becoming seneschal of the Ebon Citadel and receiv­ing the Blood Kiss, she’d been the most notorious corsair to prowl the waters of Banshee’s Bay. Radukar’s intervention had kept the princes of Mournhold from hanging her. Now, with the city reborn as Ulfenkarn under the Wolf’s rule, Natasyia enjoyed power far surpassing that of a mere pirate captain. ‘This scug or his friends got into the vaults and took the pelt.’ She turned a withering glance at Valac.

			Radukar rose from his seat and pointed down at Valac. ‘Do you know what you’ve taken from me?’ he snarled. ‘The hide of my father-in-darkness, last of the Vyrkos Blood-kings!’ He splayed his fingers, curling them until his hands ­resembled vulturine talons. ‘I peeled that skin from him after I bested him in combat and proved myself the true master of the Vyrkos! Before ever I sailed the Impaler’s Gift to this city and rescued it from Slaughn’s Chaos hordes, that pelt was my most precious treasure. A tangible reminder of my impossible victory. Evidence that my destiny is to conquer and command.’ 

			Valac shifted uneasily, his eyes widening as he felt the Wolf’s ire focused upon him. ‘The hide will be returned to you. You need only meet our demands. Lord Kritza–’

			A gesture from Radukar sent his Kosargi Nightguard lumbering towards Valac. ‘Kritza sent you here to die. Surely you know that.’

			The messenger sprang back. His weapons had been taken from him before entering the throne room, but he whipped out a dagger from some hidden pocket. Animalistic fury contorted Valac’s face, but it was the desperate rage of a cornered rat, not the vicious strength of a predator. He leaped forward, but as soon as he was in motion, Natasyia struck him and threw him aside. He crashed to the floor, then turned to stare up at her with a look of horror. In the next moment, one of the Kosargi grabbed him and lifted him up by his head. As Valac struggled in the ogor’s crushing grip, the other Nightguard let its halberd drop and reached into its belt to retrieve a sharpened stake. The guard rammed it into Valac’s chest with a sickening impact, shattering ribs as it drove up through the vampire’s heart, abruptly silencing his protestations.

			‘Hoist that carrion up onto the battlements,’ Natasyia told the Kosargi. She scowled at Valac’s corpse as the skin began to rot and peel away. ‘Let that scum be a warning of the price of mutiny.’

			Radukar sank back into his throne while the Nightguard carried the traitor’s body away. ‘So, the Rat Prince thinks to bargain for power,’ he spat. ‘Kritza should have been satisfied with simply being alive.’ The Wolf gnashed his fangs in anger that the sly nobleman had survived destruction. When Kritza had been thrown into the corpse-cart for disposal, that should have been the end of him. Instead, he’d somehow managed to revive himself and escape. Radukar had underestimated his enemy’s tenacity. It was a mistake he wouldn’t make a second time.

			‘Valac claimed Kritza would meet with you to exchange the Vyrkos pelt for your blood-oath,’ Natasyia said.

			Radukar nodded. ‘Kritza and his conspirators are demanding that I restore the old council – to share rule with them.’ He flashed a toothy smile at his seneschal. ‘I am to meet them at ­Grimmarrow Shipyard to sign the compact they’ve drawn up.’

			Natasyia’s lips parted in a carnivorous grin, the sort of smile she’d worn when executing prisoners back in her pirate days. ‘If Kritza thinks to trap you, you can trap him instead, milord. The mutineers would likely spot the Kosargi if you brought them, but they’d have a harder time noticing the Death­rattle. I could surround the shipyard with the household guard. Even if they were spotted, they’d be mistaken for Ulfenwatch patrols.’

			‘See to it,’ Radukar pronounced. The Wolf swiftly descended from the dais, his cloak billowing around him as he stalked from the hall. ‘I am impatient to teach these traitors that no one defies me in my own city!’ His voice trailed away in a lupine growl. ‘Kritza will learn that there are worse things waiting for him when he’s once more in my power.’

			The Grimmarrow Shipyard was wreathed in darkness and decay. The hulks of half-finished vessels cast eerie ­shadows about the setting, the beams of their hulls looking like the bones of ancient godbeasts rotting beneath the sinister light of the Shyish Nadir. An entire fleet of stillborn whaling ships littered the place, their construction abandoned in the cataclysm that transformed bustling Mournhold into vampire-haunted Ulfenkarn. Between the dry docks, the tools and materials of the builders were strewn. The rank stink of pitch was overwhelming as neglected barrels failed and began to leak. The stench was enough to keep the area free of the bloodthirsty bats that infested most of the city, but their place was taken by slinking diregoyles and packs of mangy, half-necrotic cats. The gnawed carcass of some luckless trespasser who’d thought to find refuge in the shipyard poked out from beneath a tumbled heap of lumber – a solemn reminder that there was no safety for the living to be found here.

			The undead scavengers and lurking ghouls didn’t menace the white-cloaked intruder who prowled alone through their territory, however. Senses keen to the spark of mortality could likewise detect the deathly energies that emanated from the figure. Even the lowest beast in Ulfenkarn could recognise the dread aspect of the monster that ruled the city.

			A dark fur cap cast Radukar’s wolfish features in shadow as he marched boldly through the shipyard. The white cloak that fell from his shoulders was fashioned from the pelt of the giant, two-headed wolf Vilnas, and seemed to bristle with the vampire’s smouldering rage. Radukar had killed the beast long before ever venturing to Mournhold, slaughtering the creature that guarded the tomb of the vampiric emperor, Morkan. That feat had been accomplished when Radukar had still been mortal, and had impressed the Vyrkos enough to bestow on him the Blood Kiss… and thereby ensure their own doom.

			Radukar’s hand fell to the sword that hung from his belt – another trophy from the Tomb of Morkan. The barrow-blade had drank deeply of vampire blood when the Wolf had turned upon the Vyrkos, slaughtering the entire tribe. Now the only Vyrkos to be found in Shyish were those he’d ushered into his Thirsting Court.

			His fangs gleamed in the starlight. After this meeting with Kritza, there would be even fewer to represent the bloodline.

			The audacity of the Rat Prince! To dare to steal from the master of Ulfenkarn! Whatever else happened, Radukar was determined that Kritza would regret his boldness. The traitor should have found some hole to hide in, grateful to have escaped at all. Now he squandered such miraculous good fortune by pitting himself against the Wolf once more. Radukar could almost find such tenacity admirable, if it weren’t so pathetic.

			The Wolf felt the presence of the other vampires before he saw them. He’d known the moment Valac had arrived at the Ebon Citadel that Kritza wouldn’t meet with him alone. There were half a dozen other vampires with the Rat Prince – idiots who’d been swayed by the lure of power he had offered them. Ambition was ever the nemesis of prudence.

			Radukar stopped beneath the prow of a hull with the name Majestic Vengeance carved across it. A theatrical touch from the self-important Kritza. This was the place. Even if he hadn’t sensed the other vampires nearby, he knew the traitor’s extravagance wouldn’t have allowed him to overlook such a spot to make the trade.

			‘I know you’re there,’ Radukar growled. He stepped out into the gap between the Majestic Vengeance and the hull of the ship beside it. He wanted to show the traitors that he had no need to be cautious. They were of no threat to him. ‘Return what you’ve stolen and I may even allow you to live.’

			There was a stirring among the shadows. ‘Mercy from the Usurper? I’d expect patience from a vargskyr first!’ 

			Out from the gloom stepped Kritza. He was a tall, slender man, his features stamped with the arrogance of pampered nobility. Silken leggings and a rich double-breasted coat complemented the carefully groomed appearance. Even when hiding from Radukar’s wrath, Kritza must have found some tailor to make his thrall. The other vampire moved with a skittering step, guiding himself with a gilded walking stick fitted with an orb of bloodstone at its top. He stopped a few yards from the Majestic Vengeance and made a sideways gesture with his cane. His retinue crept out from the dark, all of them arrayed in the extravagant finery of Mournhold’s old nobility.

			‘You’ve bragged to the dragon about stealing from his hoard,’ Radukar said. His gaze swept across Kritza and his companions. Only the Rat Prince was able to meet the Wolf’s fiery eyes; the others flinched and shrank back. ‘Do you expect to survive this foolishness?’

			Kritza’s face pulled back in a sneer, the same expression of disdain the mortal nobles had shown Radukar before he had brought their city crashing into ruins. With a flourish, the Rat Prince reached beneath his coat and brought forth the desiccated hide of the last Vyrkos Blood-king – Radukar’s sire-in-darkness. ‘I have this, and if you want it back you will agree to my terms.’ He looked aside at the other conspirators. ‘Our terms,’ he corrected himself. ‘We know how precious this relic is to you. That you’d do anything to have it safely back in your possession.’ He brandished the pelt as though waving a rag before a bullgor in the arena. ‘Something to recall to your past triumphs? So you don’t forget your victory over the Vyrkos?’ He shook his head. ‘Sentimentality is the bane of peasants. It is why the low-born are unfit to rule. A red-handed pirate has his uses, but he really must remember his place.’

			Radukar’s lips curled back from his fangs. ‘If the princes of Mournhold had been competent rulers, they’d never have fallen so easily into my grasp. Those born to power become ignorant to its value. They don’t know what it is to hunger for it, and therefore don’t appreciate it until it is stripped from them.’

			‘I am taking it back,’ Kritza snapped. ‘I am taking it all back.’ He waved the pelt at Radukar again. ‘Things will be as they once were. The city will be ruled by the old families and you… you will remember your place!’

			‘The arrogance of madness,’ Radukar retorted. ‘A little while ago, I considered sparing Valac to serve me as court jester, but now I realise that you’re a far greater fool than he could ever have been.’ The Wolf shifted his attention away from Kritza and regarded the other vampires. ‘Tell me, which of these traitors was brazen enough to steal from me? I know such direct action is beneath the presumed dignity of the Rat Prince. Tell me, Kritza, which of these idiots is a bigger fool than you?’

			‘None of them,’ said a voice behind him. The Wolf turned and watched as Natasyia emerged from the shadows. In her wake came a dozen armoured skeletons, halberds and spears gripped in their fleshless hands. All around the shipyard, other Ulfenwatch soldiers silently shuffled into position, forming a cordon around the scene. A single glance at the hate in his seneschal’s face told Radukar that the traitor within the Ebon Citadel was the former pirate lord.

			‘So, you stole the pelt from me,’ Radukar growled. ‘Was it your idea or his to throw everything away for such recklessness?’

			Natasyia circled around Radukar, her eyes boring into him. ‘You promised me power, Radukar, but you didn’t warn me of the price I’d have to pay!’ Her hand closed around a beam protruding from an unfinished hull. Under the pressure of her fingers, the pitch-coated wood exploded into splinters. ‘Strength to match a cryptkraken! The swiftness of a deepmare! The keenness of a tide tiger! All these things you promised!’

			‘And you have them,’ Radukar rebuffed her. 

			The seneschal glowered at him. ‘I have them, but there’s no pleasure to be derived from such power! No satisfaction! You didn’t warn me that everything would feel hollow, that there’d be no joy or excitement, only the futile chase for sensation. Anything to make me feel…’

			Radukar laughed at her agony. ‘Alive? You want to feel alive again, little pirate? That is the one thing you can never have. You’ve taken the Blood Kiss and there’s no going back. Whatever you do to betray me, you will always be my creature.’

			Natasyia made to leap for Radukar, but Kritza held his stick out to block her path. His eyes glittered with verminous ­cunning. ‘Don’t let him goad you,’ he warned her. ‘I made that mistake once. Never again.’ Kritza smiled and pointed to the cordon of skeletons. ‘Don’t you see it is the Usurper who’s made the mistake? The pelt drew him to us, and now you’ve brought your troops to keep him from escaping.’

			A withering smile shaped itself across Natasyia’s face as she glared at Radukar. 

			Kritza’s retinue jeered as the Ulfenwatch closed in.

			‘You thought we would share power with you again, Usurper?’ the Rat Prince mocked. ‘To return to the system you used to steal our city from us? There will be no compact, Radukar, no place in the new order for you.’

			A nod from Kritza and his conspirators drew their blades. One of the vampires broke away from the group. Dashing between the ships, he retrieved an oil lamp from where it had been hidden inside a box of tools. He thumbed open its catch, spurring it into full flame. An overhand swing sent it crashing against the Majestic Vengeance, followed by a loud whoosh as the skeletal ship ignited. The beams had been slathered with pitch and the fire swiftly spread, building towards a roaring conflagration.

			Radukar edged away from the burning hull, glaring defiantly at Kritza and Natasyia. He slowly drew his sword as the other vampires surrounded him. A spectral chill emanated from the corroded barrow-blade. ‘Which of you will be first to cross swords with your master?’ Radukar snarled.

			‘We aren’t here to fight you,’ Kritza sneered. He waved his fellow conspirators back before the Vyrkos taint provoked them into action. ‘We’re here to watch you burn.’ He pointed his stick at the blazing ship. ‘That is to be your pyre, Usurper!’

			Natasyia gestured to the armoured skeletons. ‘Push him back into the fire!’ she commanded. The Ulfenwatch lowered their spears and slowly converged on Radukar.

			The Wolf barked with laughter. ‘You’re to be congratulated, Kritza! Bringing your entire rotten conspiracy to one place! You’ve saved me from ferreting the traitors from their holes.’ He scowled at Natasyia. ‘I knew you were bold enough to defy me, but I didn’t think you were stupid enough to do so!’

			The seneschal gnashed her fangs in fury, but didn’t let her savagery overwhelm her.

			The Ulfenwatch continued their slow march. Radukar made no move to escape, nor did he even adopt a defensive pose as they came closer. Instead he simply laughed.

			‘Did you really think I would place that much trust in you?’ he said, his voice dripping with scorn. ‘Did you think I’d leave any possibility that you could use my own guards against me? You should have paid more attention, Natasyia, before joining Kritza’s intrigues!’ Radukar waved his hand in an arcane gesture  before the marching skeletons. The Ulfenwatch fell still at once, each one frozen in place by the Wolf’s unspoken command.

			‘Kill him!’ Natasyia shouted, but the skeletons ignored her order.

			‘Before we left the Ebon Citadel, I took the precaution of exerting my own will over the guards,’ Radukar said, ‘in case you took it in mind to use them against me.’

			‘This changes nothing!’ Kritza declared, though it was clear from his expression he was unsettled by Radukar’s anticipation of their scheme. He composed himself once more, then nodded to Natasyia. ‘We’ve still drawn him away from his castle. He’s within our grasp!’ The Rat Prince gestured to the other vampires. ‘Kill the Usurper and the city belongs to us!’

			The vampires took up Kritza’s cry. They charged Radukar en masse, their vicious Vyrkos blood driving them into a frenzy. They threw aside the unmoving skeletons that stood in their way before launching themselves at the Wolf. 

			Radukar met the traitors with his own assault. Flinging himself forwards, he whipped his barrow-blade out in a scything arc. One of the vampires was struck mid-leap, her body cleft in half by the Wolf’s sword. She hissed up at him from the ground, but his stamping boot crushed her skull before she could sink her fangs into his heel.

			A second sought to parry the sweep of Radukar’s sword with his own blade, but the Wolf’s corroded steel proved far stronger than that of his adversary. It sheared through the lesser weapon as though it were paper and continued on to sever the arm that held it. The mutilated vampire recoiled and clutched at his wound. Radukar was on him at once, seizing him by the neck and drawing him close. Blood sprayed across the Wolf’s twin-headed cloak as his fangs ripped out the other vampire’s throat. He tossed the mutilated corpse aside as though it were an old rag. 

			Radukar wiped his gore-stained mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Which of you fools is next?’

			The Wolf’s challenge echoed through the shipyard. Standing before the blazing hulk of the Majestic Vengeance, with the bodies of two slaughtered foes at his feet, Radukar presented an imposing sight; too imposing for the traitors Kritza had gathered into his conspiracy. What had been a ferocious assault a moment before had now degenerated into a rout as the vampires turned and fled.

			Radukar exerted his monstrous will, denying the predatory instinct that compelled him to give chase to his enemies. There was no need to pursue them, and howls of frustrated despair rang out as the vampires discovered there was no escape. The Wolf grinned, picturing their surprise as they ran straight into his waiting Kosargi Nightguard.

			Two figures came slinking back towards the burning Majestic Vengeance. Kritza bore a frantic aspect that reminded Radukar of an admiral he’d once done battle with off the coast of Necros. The Impaler’s Gift had lured a fleet of galleys into the shoals, smashing them to pieces upon the rocks. The Wolf had never forgotten the admiral’s face as he unwittingly led his ships into the trap – the face of a man who was realising too late the magnitude of the mistake he’d made.

			Natasyia had returned with the Rat Prince, her cutlass in one hand, its blade reflecting the flames from the still burning ship. The swaggering confidence from before had left her. Like Kritza, she’d assumed the look of a hunted thing. Better than the rest of the conspirators, she knew the awesome power of Radukar’s ogors.

			‘You brought your bodyguards,’ Natasyia cursed. ‘Even while I was deploying the Ulfenwatch to trap you.’

			‘You were too eager to put your scheme into action,’ Radukar told her. ‘Too intent on your plan. You should have noticed the Kosargi following us. Treachery is crime enough, but incompetence is unforgivable.’ 

			Natasyia spun around, exhibiting the supernatural speed bestowed on her by the Blood Kiss. Before Kritza could react, she snatched the Vyrkos pelt from his hand. She shook it at Radukar as though it were a captured flag. ‘I still have this,’ she snarled. Her eyes darted from side to side as the Kosargi lumbered towards them out of the darkness. Each carried a massive stake of sharpened bloodthorn, the bodies of treacherous vampires spitted upon their cruel shafts.

			The faithless seneschal dashed past the advancing ogors to reach the blazing form of the Majestic Vengeance. She held the pelt close to the snarling flames. ‘Call them off, Radukar,’ she demanded. ‘Send them away or your precious treasure burns!’

			Kritza crowed with pleasure at the sudden turnabout. ‘­Sentimentality, Usurper,’ he laughed, his face bearing a defiant look once more. ‘We still hold power over you. You’ll do as we say or pay the price!’

			The Wolf glowered at the Rat Prince. ‘If you were wise, you’d have fled Ulfenkarn while you had the chance. But seldom is arrogance married to wisdom. I’ve prepared a special stake for you on the Ebon Citadel’s battlements. It overlooks the ruins of your old palace. An appropriate view for you to look upon as your own weight drags you down and your heart is slowly skewered.’ Radukar smiled at the fright that shone in Kritza’s eyes as he described the vampire’s fate. He shifted his attention to Natasyia. ‘You’ve been a great disappointment to me. I bestowed the gifts of the Vyrkos on you, made you my seneschal, because I thought you were not unlike me. You described all the mortal sensations that you’ve lost, but not the one that burns brighter than before – the thrill of the hunt, Natasyia! How can any mortal experience compare to that which we now know! Yet you failed to appreciate this, and instead threw your lot in with preening nobles like Kritza!’

			‘Stay back!’ Natasyia warned as Radukar started towards her. She waved the Vyrkos pelt at him. ‘Stay back or it burns!’

			Radukar stopped and fixed her with his gaze. ‘Even now, you don’t understand. When you received the Blood Kiss you became my creature, and my creature you still remain.’ The Wolf exerted his fearsome will. Horror twisted Nata­syia’s face as she ceased to flourish the pelt and fell still, her body becoming rigid as she responded to Radukar’s mental command.

			‘The scheme you hatched was audacious,’ Radukar said. ‘Sentimentality is a weakness you’ve exposed, Kritza,’ he said. ‘One that I now rid myself of.’ His eyes bored into Nata­syia’s and the Wolf’s visage curled into a mask of bestial fury. He snarled a single word: ‘Burn!’

			Natasyia’s eyes went wide with terror as her body responded to Radukar’s order. She tried to resist as she moved towards the dancing flames, and for an instant managed to drag her foot back, but against the Wolf’s power she was ultimately helpless. Step by ghastly step, she moved towards the fire-wrapt hull, the pelt clenched in her tightened fist. Smoke emanated from her body as the heat washed over her. Then her hair and clothes ignited. Natasyia howled in agony but continued to step into the blaze, incapable of breaking free of Radukar’s will.

			The Wolf continued to watch until Natasyia was engulfed in flames. He felt a deep bitterness watching the precious pelt she carried being consumed along with her. It had been a treasured memento from his past, but it had also become a hazard to his rule and his ambition. Destroyed, it could never again be used against him by his enemies.

			‘Your schemes have gone up in smoke. Now you go to join my disloyal seneschal,’ Radukar growled, swinging around to face Kritza. He exerted his fearsome will upon the other vampire, but his brow knotted in surprise when the Rat Prince didn’t respond to his command. Kritza remained where he was, the oily smile working itself back onto his face.

			‘You’ve no hold over me,’ Kritza smirked. ‘You relinquished that power when you threw me aside and left me to die.’ He leaned on his walking stick, his eyes glittering with a crimson light. ‘I’m not one of your Vyrkos whelps any more. I’ve become something else. Something beyond your control.’

			Radukar flashed his fangs at Kritza. ‘Then I’ll leave it to my Kosargi to dispose of you,’ he hissed. A gesture from the Wolf brought the undead ogors converging upon Kritza.

			Before the Nightguard could reach him, a sudden transformation came over the Rat Prince. The walking stick clattered to the ground as the hands that held it evaporated. Where moments before a noble had stood, there was now a mass of writhing brown fur in his place. The Rat Prince had become a swarm of gaunt, hideous rodents.

			The shape disintegrated into dozens of bodies that spilled to the ground. The squealing rats scattered in every direction, skittering between the hulking Kosargi, too small and swift to be stopped by the ogors.

			Radukar sprang forwards and seized one of the vermin before it could escape, but the lone rat dissipated into a puff of greasy mist. He wiped the foul residue on his cloak. ‘An interesting trick, Kritza,’ he hissed. ‘But when our paths cross again, I’ll be ready for it.’

			Radukar walked past the Majestic Vengeance as he made his way out of the shipyard, his Kosargi falling into step behind him. The conflagration had spread to other hulls now, and alarm bells rang out in Ulfenkarn’s slums. Soon the mortal inhabitants would rush to the scene to try to contain the flames and keep them from reaching their own slovenly hovels. Radukar could almost smell their mounting fear on the wind.

			The Wolf paused and cast a last look back at the inferno. He thought of the treasure he’d sacrificed, then his mind turned to the verminous Kritza. Perhaps after their next encounter Radukar would have a new pelt to replace the one he’d lost.

			Whatever hole he concealed himself in, however dark his hiding place, as long as Kritza remained in Ulfenkarn the Wolf would track him down. There was only one lord of the Cursed City, and he’d tolerate no pretenders to his throne.
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			A single ox-fat tallow candle lit the room with a flickering yellow light. It stank like burning hair. 

			Chaos Lord Markash, Champion of Tzeentch, paced the confines of his chambers, the floorboards groaning beneath him with each step. At eight feet tall, clad in monstrous plate armour with jagged barbs of razor-edged steel jutting at every angle, he towered over the sitting scribe, Palfuss. Wisps of black flame flickered about the armour, guttering and surging. Palfuss had heard that they changed colour based on Markash’s mood, but in the year he’d followed the colossal warrior, he’d never seen anything other than deepest sable.

			Each inhalation rumbled like an iron forge; each exhalation twisted the air before the lord’s closed helm with its heat. Palfuss had never seen the man – if that’s what he still was – without his armour, and was well prepared to believe he slept in it. 

			If he slept at all. 

			Curls of gritty smoke leaked from the armour’s joints. Palfuss was once told that Markash lit campfires by breathing on the wood. At the time he had laughed. Now, sitting in the great Champion’s presence, nothing was funny.

			‘Destiny,’ Markash said. His voice was like the deep bone-rattling bass of an avalanche, the crunch of dry snow beneath an elephant’s foot.

			Scritch scritch went the sound of a sharpened quill on parchment as the scribe wrote the single word and hurried to describe the voice.

			‘Tzeentch, the Raven God,’ said the Champion. ‘The Changer of Ways. The Architect of Fate. Chaos solely for the sake of Chaos. Beautiful seething potential, free of shackles. Lord of Destiny, God of Change. My god. He is always different, ever-shifting, never the same twice. To see him is to lose yourself to the glory of madness. He is the unpredictable dance of flame, the crash of ocean waves. They call him Ruinous.’

			Scritch scritch scritch.

			‘The philosophers say,’ the Chaos lord continued, sunken eyes of red fire glaring out from within the cavernous depths of his helm, ‘that destiny is nothing more than an idea, that it has no basis in reality.’

			Scritch scritch scritch.

			‘Delusion, they call it.’ The bloody eyes blazed bright as an armoured hand curled into a massive fist. 

			Markash laughed, or maybe grunted in scorn. Palfuss couldn’t tell. Was the knight even capable of such human emotion?

			‘The philosophers are wrong,’ said the lord. ‘Destiny is real. Tzeentch makes it real. He decides. He shapes. He destroys.’ He gestured to where his sword, Ktchaynik, a daemon-bound blade too heavy for a mortal man to lift, rested against the wall. Ktchaynik breathed violence, tainted the air with hunger. ‘Is it not beautiful?’ asked the knight.

			Palfuss dared say nothing.

			‘Iron purpose,’ continued Markash, ‘wrapped in destructive rage.’ Slick smoke coiled like writhing snakes from the gauntleted fist. ‘The feel of that blade, cleaving through flesh and bone… That is the feel of destiny. Blood, painting the air…’ he drew fine traceries with his other hand, leaving dissipating lines in the silken haze. ‘The look. Torn bodies, gutted opponents. The stench. The feel of Chaos working within your veins, twisting you, writing the god’s plan in your very soul. These things are destiny.’

			Palfuss wrote fast, dipping the quill in the ink pot when the characters grew faint. A score of already sharpened feathers lay ready and waiting. He would not miss a single word.

			Markash focused on the scribe, and Palfuss felt his bladder loosen.

			‘What do you think, scribe?’

			A direct question. He had to answer. Swallowing, he stuttered, gathering his thoughts. ‘Philosophers speaking of destiny are like deaf people discussing music, or the blind critiquing art. They are ill-equipped to grasp the concept.’

			Markash stopped pacing. Blazing orbs of fire dimmed to slitted embers as the lord studied the scribe. ‘Indeed.’

			Palfuss felt the utterance shake his ribs.

			‘Is one born with a destiny,’ continued Markash, ‘or is it something only the gods can create? Is it nothing more than potential, something anyone might possess, or is it rare, something special?’

			Head down, Palfuss wrote fast.

			Markash resumed pacing, the heavy planks of the floor bowing beneath his weight. ‘One man destined to be great while another is destined to be a farmer. Yet does destiny – one not derived from the gods – care about scale? Can one be destined to step in a puddle or stub a toe?’

			Unsure if the Champion joked or asked a valid question, the scribe remained silent. 

			‘You’ve heard of Ammerhan,’ said Markash.

			Palfuss nodded without looking up, quill scritch scritching against the dry parchment. Ammerhan, a legend among Tzeentch’s Champions, had come this way two years ago. With an army at his back, he’d been commanded to conquer Knazziir, drive out Nagash’s influence. He hadn’t been heard from since.

			‘He was a great man,’ said Markash. ‘I would have said he had a great destiny, a god-granted destiny.’ He almost sounded wistful, as if remembering a better time. ‘He taught me to fight. He carved the weakness of humanity from me, cut holes in my soul and filled them with the eternal glory of Chaos.’ The Champion glanced at the scribe. ‘Was it Ammerhan’s destiny to die out here on the edge of Nagash’s domain?’ The lord grunted a deep laugh. ‘It matters not. It is my destiny to succeed where my teacher failed.’

			Palfuss wrote, capturing every last syllable, throwing in occasional descriptors when the lord paused.

			‘Nagash thinks death is everything,’ continued Markash, ember eyes scanning the room as if searching. ‘He believes all things end in death, and that this means his triumph is inevitable. He’s a fool. His very nature – his dependency on necromancy – blinds him to the reality. Death is nothing more than another aspect of change. And Chaos is change personified, the gorgeous manifestation of impermanence. Not everything dies. Gods are proof of that. But even gods change. In the end, there can be only Chaos.’ 

			Approaching Ktchaynik, Markash reached out a massive fist to grip the pommel. Hefting the blade, he examined the daemonic runes inscribed there, tracing them with the armoured fingers of his other hand. Sparks arced between sword and man, leaving purple slashes across Palfuss’ vision. The scribe had heard that a thousand souls had been sacrificed to bind that daemon. The stench of burnt meat and sulphur filled the room.

			‘It is,’ the Champion mused, ‘an interesting conundrum. No matter what destiny is – outside force, something built by strength of character, or sheerest delusion – in the end it means nothing.’ He sheathed the daemonic sword, and Palfuss’ ears popped as the pressure suddenly changed in the room. ‘Ammerhan had a destiny and yet he is gone. And so destiny, like all things, answers to change. Chaos is everything!’

			Nodding, the scribe scribbled the last few words and waited, pen poised, for the knight to continue. 

			Markash stood silent, motionless like a statue, smoke snaking from his armour in sinuous coils. 

			The scribe wondered if he’d been forgotten. Sweat dripped from his brow, stung his eyes. His lips tasted of salt when he licked them nervously. Had he been dismissed? Should he leave? But he hardly dared breathe, much less rise and let himself from the Champion’s presence.

			‘As a boy,’ Markash finally said, voice barely a whisper, the raw scrape of granite on granite, ‘I dreamed of holding a sword. As a young warrior I dreamed of being a Chaos Knight. As a Chaos Knight I dreamed of being Tzeentch’s greatest Champion. And now I dream of–’

			Someone banged on the door, interrupting him. 

			‘Something odd, my lord,’ came a voice from the hall. Palfuss recognised it as Stayn Lishik, the highest ranked Chaos Knight in Markash’s retinue.

			Ember eyes blazed bright as if fed by a gust of fresh air from a forge bellows.

			Palfuss darted a look at the sole window in Markash’s quarters. Darkness. Morning was still hours away.

			‘Odd?’ rumbled the Champion.

			‘The dead have come, my lord.’

			Palfuss blinked. That was hardly odd. The corpses returned every week, as if begging for punishment. Out beyond the walls of Knazziir, this reeking dung-heap of a city Markash had conquered in a single evening of glorious war, great heaping piles of bones swarmed with crows and fat flies. Sometimes the men would leave one of the animated dead semi-functional and then bury it in corpses, taking bets on if and when it would manage to struggle free. 

			You had to pass the time out here on the frontier somehow, Palfuss mused, and it seemed harmless enough fun.

			Markash nodded and his eyes returned to their usual smouldering burn. ‘Then we’ll kill them again. Re-kill them.’ He turned on Palfuss. ‘What do you call it when you kill something that’s already dead?’

			‘Uh…’ offered Palfuss. ‘Destroy?’

			Raging red rage eyes studied the scribe, and he swallowed a lump the size of those bulbous toads you found out in the swamps. The voice beyond the door saved him.

			‘My lord, these aren’t normal dead.’

			‘Are they any better with words than my scribe?’

			‘Actually,’ said Stayn Lishik, ‘yes, they are.’

			Markash strolled to the wall so he might see these ‘odd’ corpses. Stayn Lishik followed a step behind, his plate armour clanging and squeaking where Markash moved in perfect silence. 

			There was, Palfuss saw, something in Stayn’s eyes, a soul-deep anger. He hurried to keep up. 

			Markash cut through the courtyard by the city gate. Over one hundred Slaves to Darkness gathered there, checking arms and armour with the grim confidence of hardened veterans. No cowards here. Over and over, through countless wars and campaigns, the Champion’s followers had proven themselves among the very best Chaos had to offer. Under his leadership, these warriors had cut their way through ten thousand dead in the last month. 

			Palfuss checked the horizon and saw no hint of morning. Hours from dawn, and already the damp air stank of sweat and leather, oil and steel. Another hot one, no doubt. The muted clank of iron echoed off stone walls. Out here he couldn’t write, but made note of everything, every sound and smell committed to memory. For the last year the scribe had followed Tzeentch’s Champion, chronicling his exploits. Palfuss did his best not to wonder what had happened to the woman he had replaced. There were rumours. Torn apart by ravenous corpses, limbs ripped free and brandished as if prized trophies. Eyes plucked forth by some twisted dead thing that immediately popped them in its own gaping sockets, as if one might harvest the living for parts.

			Shaking the thought off, Palfuss recalled how some had – quietly, and never when the Champion was within earshot – called Markash crazy when he had announced that he would take Knazziir, claim it in the name of Chaos. It’s too close to Nagash’s domain, they had said. He’ll never hold it. You’ll die there, they had told the young scribe.

			Palfuss had shrugged. If that was what it cost to be this close to greatness, to get the chance to chronicle even a brief moment of the Champion’s life, he would gladly pay it.

			Not only had Markash taken Knazziir in a single night, putting the city’s rulers to the sword and bringing the shining beauty of Chaos to these broken peasants, he’d held it for a month since.

			Not a week after that first bloody night, a corpse, unusual for its expensive finery, strode towards the city. Terrified, the newly appointed town-master, some fat slob stinking of the weird food they ate here, had claimed it was a collector coming for bones. Or something. The Knazziiri spoke some strange dialect. Palfuss spoke the language, but not well.

			‘What kind of bones?’ he’d asked the town-master. 

			The answer had something to do with soup. The scribe had done his best to explain it to Markash, who’d grunted, uncaring and disinterested. Either way, it hardly mattered. Talast, the Champion’s pet sorcerer, had burned Nagash’s undead servant to ash before it reached the gate, and everyone had gone back to killing and otherwise spreading Chaos.

			‘Where is Talast?’ Markash demanded.

			‘Busy, my lord,’ said Stayn Lishik, darting a glance at Palfuss.

			The sorcerer often imbibed huge quantities of mind-altering substances as he clawed at the fabric of reality in his search for power. Even Markash would hesitate to interrupt one of his experiments.

			Reaching the top of the wall, Palfuss stepped forward to peer through the murky night air. There, at the gate, stood a host of the dead. But where most of Nagash’s creatures were shambling ruins, these were thick and strong, comprised of clean bone. Leaning forward, he squinted down at them. A legion of warriors stood with foul swords clutched in fists of raw sinew. Broad shouldered, bones thicker than Palfuss’ thighs, they wore armour that looked suspiciously like a mockery of Markash’s Chaos plate.

			Having seen more than his share of corpses, Palfuss had a pretty good idea what a man looked like if you peeled away the flesh and muscle. And this wasn’t it. Twisted bones were knotted, as if someone had skilfully knitted them together. Like ivy. The joints were wrong, too. Bulbous. Insectile, almost. He locked the scene in his memory so he might later capture it.

			Behind the corpse warriors stood a monster constructed of bone and steel all melted together like some metallic corpse-beetle. Long scythes, polished bright, had been melded to misshapen limbs. It had too many damned legs, each one backwards-jointed like a spider, or a chicken twisted inside out. Flesh hung in raw ropes, glistening as if pulled from a fresh corpse. The thing bore huge baskets upon its spine and ribcage, strapped down with coils of hardened cartilage. Black crows and fat green flies swarmed the baskets. Every now and then something wet and pink stabbed out from somewhere within the torso of the creature to snatch a bird from the air. Flesh and feathers were stripped away in a heartbeat, and the dripping bones either tossed into one of the baskets or thrown aside. More dead things lurked behind the beasts, hidden in the dark.

			‘What in the name of–’

			Markash raised a gauntlet, interrupting his chronicler.

			The Champion stared down at the dead, and they stared back up at him, empty eye sockets like holes in the world. There were clearly several types of dead here. Some stood with strange weapons held at the ready, while others, apparently unarmed, scanned the gathered living as if judging their value. A cancerous grey-green smoke writhed around a pair whose faces, stretched as if in horror, bore only smooth bone where their mouths should have been.

			All this the scribe memorised.

			For once, the fat flies were silent. No scree scree echoed through the night.

			For one mad moment Palfuss was glad he was up here and they were down there, with a good thick wall in between. He shook it off. There was nothing Markash couldn’t kill. He was Tzeentch’s Champion, a man of destiny.

			The tallest of the dead stepped forward, a gaunt corpse of indeterminate sex cloaked in robes of bright jade at odds with its pale bone. It bowed low, arms crossed, almost curtseying. Sparks of sickly green fire glowed from deep within its skull.

			‘We have come,’ it said, voice deep like the grave, damp like putrescent flesh sloughing from a bog-drowned corpse, ‘to collect.’

			‘Collect?’ Markash called down, sounding more curious than anything.

			‘Bones,’ said the corpse, drawing the word out, turning its spectral gaze up to examine those on the wall.

			That putrid town-master had said something about this. Why would the dead want soup bones? Did they eat? Were these the chefs for some deranged necromancer?

			Markash waved at the piles of shattered bones littering the killing field beyond the wall. Countless thousands of dead had been broken there. Splayed ribcages, denuded of flesh, clawed at the sky like reaching fingers spread in supplication. 

			‘Bones.’ He almost sounded amused, though Palfuss had trouble attributing such human emotion to the Champion.

			The corpse in green hesitated, and the scribe could have sworn its brow, skin chafed to bleached bone, wrinkled.

			‘For the tithe,’ it said, bowing again, as if in apology, though it was the sort of overly polite apology of someone embarrassed for you. ‘Fresh bones,’ it said. ‘Bones for the tithe.’ Long fingers, those of an artist, drew graceful circles as if the thing sought to sketch its intent in the air.

			Palfuss stole a glance at Markash, wondering what he was thinking.

			‘Stayn,’ said the Champion, ‘you have the city until I return.’

			A dark greed crossed the knight’s scarred features, gone before the scribe was sure he hadn’t imagined it. 

			‘Open the gates,’ commanded Markash. ‘We’ll destroy them all.’

			Again the corpse bowed, though this time as if in thanks; as if it was somehow getting exactly what it wanted. ‘Good bones,’ it said, studying Markash. ‘Good bones.’

			Trooping back down the steps, his Chosen warriors falling in as he passed, Markash marched to the front gate, waving at the gatekeeper. 

			Stayn remained behind, standing on the wall, gazing down upon the dead with a measuring look.

			Wood and iron rose as Markash approached. The rattling clank of metal, the groan of damp wood and the grunt of men cranking the wheel. Palfuss slowed as he approached the gate, hesitant to leave Knazziir’s safety.

			‘Come,’ Markash called over his shoulder. ‘Bear witness.’

			Swallowing his fear, the scribe hurried to follow Markash and his retinue of warriors into the night, attention darting as he tried to drink in every detail. No time for fear; he would witness, as commanded.

			The dead waited. They hadn’t moved, hadn’t shifted. 

			The jade-clad corpse nodded, a slight tilt of its barren skull. ‘Many bones. Such a fine tithe.’

			Markash drew Ktchaynik and it sung a keening note of triumphant rage. Reality, savaged by its mad will, warped about the blade, giving it a twisted corkscrew appearance. For a score of strides around the Champion the grass died, turning brown as the colour leached away, curling into dry husks. The ever-present greasy green flies wobbled in mid-flight and then spiralled to the ground, tiny souls snuffed by the ravenous blade.

			The dead flinched back.

			Black fire crawled across the Champion’s armour, smoke leaking from every joint, bright eyes like blazing rubies piercing the damp heat of the night.

			Destiny.

			‘As a Chaos Knight,’ Markash had said, ‘I dreamed of being Tzeentch’s greatest Champion. And now I dream of…’

			What could such a man dream? Palfuss reeled at the thought. Did Markash dream of attaining daemonhood? Did he dream of leading Tzeentch’s own dark legions?

			One of the larger corpses strode forward, raising its sword in greeting and challenge. No one else moved. Not the dead. Not Markash’s loyal troops.

			Palfuss took it all in. The squelch of heavy steps on damp ground. The rot-stench of piled corpses. The furnace roar of the Champion’s breath.

			Markash nodded greeting, one warrior acknowledging another.

			The two closed, circling. They feinted, testing the range and their opponent’s reactions. The dead warrior moved with grace and precision. Light on its feet, like a dancer – perfect balance, utter calm. Were it smarter, Palfuss thought, it would have feigned the jerky, shambling awkwardness so typical of the dead, and then surprised the Champion.

			When it finally lunged, foul sword stabbing forward, the scribe was still startled by its speed. The damned thing had been moving slower than it was capable of.

			Batting aside the attack, Markash cut the thing down, cleaving it from shoulder to hip so it fell in two directions. The gaunt jade-clad corpse who’d first addressed them straightened, that green fire deep in its gaping sockets surging brighter in what probably passed for surprise among the dead.

			‘Destroy them,’ commanded Markash.

			Roaring their battle cries, his warriors charged the fell host.

			The corpse in the green retreated into the illusory safety of the dead warriors, and Markash cut down another corpse, Ktchaynik screaming its glee.

			It was a slaughter. But not the slaughter Palfuss anticipated.

			The lumbering beetle-like beast scythed through Markash’s Chosen, massive blades cutting men and women in half. Limbs like seething tongues flicked from within its carapace to catch the dying as they fell. The bodies were spun, some still screaming as the writhing tongue denuded them of flesh, shucked the bones like an angry child with a head of corn, and tossed the raw and dripping remains into the baskets on its back.

			Destiny.

			Palfuss knew a moment of nervous almost-fear. ‘No,’ he whispered.

			Markash, servant of Tzeentch, Architect of Fate, had a destiny. The dead did not. So the scribe told himself, as he stood rooted, bearing mute witness, unable to move.

			Screaming voices rose from behind, and Palfuss turned to see the gate fall back into place, leaving Markash and his handful of elite warriors trapped outside. 

			Stayn Lishik grinned triumphantly down from atop the wall. 

			The sounds of battle echoed from within the city, and the scribe knew they’d been betrayed. The Champion would deal harshly with Stayn once these dead were destroyed. His screams would last weeks.

			Markash faced a new opponent, a bipedal four-armed creature with an oddly misshapen skull. The uppermost arms bore long swords of heavy steel as if they were the lightest feathers. The two lower arms worked in tandem to wield a monstrous barbed spear of hooked bone. The creature wore a carved bone mask displaying the savage grin of a warrior.

			He knew that face. But from where?

			So teasingly familiar, but so out of place.

			Markash fought, spinning and slashing, stabbing and hacking. Moments of purest ballet pierced with savage flurries of vicious violence. The thing hooked Markash’s sword with two of its blades, dragging Ktchaynik aside so the spear could lash out in a disembowelling thrust. Twisting, he avoided the worst of it, but still felt a line of raw agony tear his side. It had slashed through his Chaos plate like it was nothing.

			It pressed the attack, feinting and stabbing, sword carving wicked patterns of death – somehow strangely familiar – into the screaming air.

			The grinning mask.

			Those familiar patterns of attack, learned as a youth, drilled into Markash over and over by– 

			Everything clicked into place.

			Ammerhan, the Champion who had trained him all those years ago.

			Again Ammerhan tried to entrap Markash’s blade, but this time the Champion was ready. It had been years since the two had duelled, and Markash had learned a lot in that time. Twisting Ktchaynik, he sent one of his opponent’s swords spinning away, and lopped off that arm. 

			Grind, click!

			The thing’s lumpen skull rotated and Markash faced a new mask, this one depicting the face of an aelven warrior caught in mid-scream. When it attacked, sword shearing through daemon plate like it was softest cotton and opening a long wound in Markash’s thigh, the Champion realised he faced an entirely new opponent.

			He fought.

			All around his warriors fell, cut down, stripped of flesh. Some bones were collected, thrown into the baskets. Others were tossed contemptuously aside, unworthy. The roar of battle became screams of terror became the wet sucking of flesh pulled from bone became the harsh sound of Markash’s own breath, the snarls of his pain, the ringing of steel on steel.

			In moments he was alone out here, surrounded by the dead. Only his scribe stood, unmolested, ignored by the dead, witnessing.

			Hundreds of faces watched from the Knazziir rampart, Stayn Lishik in the centre.

			This couldn’t be Markash’s destiny.

			A low spear thrust, hidden by a stabbing feint at his eyes with the remaining sword. Markash parried it, hacking the head of the spear from the bone shaft.

			Grind, click!

			He faced a new warrior – mask bearing the chiselled jaw and smug superiority of a Sigmarite champion – with an entirely new set of skills. 

			Markash laughed. ‘I don’t care how many faces you have, I’ll best them all,’ he roared at the thing.

			It stabbed him in the gut with the tattered end of the spear, splintered bone tearing his insides, and he shattered another arm at the shoulder.

			Flesh was nothing.

			Blood was nothing.

			Markash was naught but war.

			Grind, click!

			Another mask, this one a cold-eyed woman. The remains of the spear spun in its hands and all of a sudden Markash faced a weapon master skilled with a quarterstaff. It lashed out, crushing his daemonic plate, leaving deep dents. The sword followed, a weird fencing style with fanciful flourishes like high-court calligraphy.

			Markash fought, parrying attacks, staggering back as the thing followed, weapons spinning and flashing, writing notes of pain in his flesh. He bled from a score of wounds, left a trail of blood. 

			The dead watched, waiting, making no move to aid their four-faced warrior.

			One last face.

			This was not his destiny. He was Markash! Some day he would join the ranks of Tzeentch’s greatest daemon princes!

			The staff spun, cracked him in the ribs, snapping one like a damp twig, spun again, and shattered his left knee.

			Markash roared again and staggered, half-kneeling in the bloody muck. Each breath felt like a hot knife driven into his lungs.

			The four-faced corpse stabbed at Markash, and he caught the sword in his armoured fist. Twisting the blade aside, he felt it slice through his gauntlet, sever his fingers. There was a terrible moment when he felt the last of the strength in that grip fail. He drove his sword into the fourth and final face.

			It stood transfixed, shivers running the length of its body.

			‘Destiny,’ Markash said, tearing Ktchaynik free.

			The dead warrior collapsed.

			Still kneeling, Markash raised his sword in victory, spitting blood and bits of broken teeth at the watching dead.

			The corpse in jade robes stepped forward. It now bore a viciously curved scythe. 

			‘Good tithe.’

			Then it sliced Markash’s head off in a smooth and effortless swing.

			His skull bounced once in the soft earth and then came to rest, one cheek against the cool muck. His fingers lay littered before his eyes like pale, undercooked sausages thrown into a midden pit. How long had it been since he’d seen his own flesh?

			Markash blinked at them, mouth moving. Somewhere out of sight something geysered blood into the air and then toppled over with a wheezing wet groan.

			His body.

			Blood puddled about his face, filling one nostril and turning his vision red.

			Blink.

			One of the dead noticed the scribe, strode to the unmoving man, and cut him down. A snaking tongue flicked from the monstrous beetle-like beast, collected the dead scribe, and began shucking him of flesh.

			Destiny.

			No.

			Movement.

			Swinging movement.

			They’re carrying me, thought some deep part of Markash, some dwindling spark.

			Opening his eyes, he saw that long limb-tongue or whatever the hells it was flick out and curl around the ankle of his headless corpse. He watched it drag his body closer, lift and rotate it about, peeling away the armour.

			Where was his sword? He wanted it.

			Armour gone, the tongue stripped his meat from his bones.

			Unable to escape into death, held at this teetering precipice between life and unlife, Markash was forced to bear witness to the harvesting of his loyal followers. He watched the gaunt dead sift through the grizzly remains, choosing bones by some alien metric he couldn’t understand. He saw men and women ground into meal, a sodden porridge stained pale pink, and be remade. 

			Some were used to repair damaged undead warriors, applied like a salve, or twisted into limbs to replace those lost in battle. Some were whole new constructions: towering beasts, giant corpses built from the bones of scores of fallen men and women.

			And all the while Stayn Lishik watched from atop the wall.

			Markash saw his own bones reduced to sludge and shaped to create new limbs for the four-faced warrior he’d battled. Hanging there, vision swaying slightly as whatever held him by the hair moved, he bore mute witness as they hacked Ammerhan’s mask from the once-again-whole warrior and tossed it aside.

			Finally, they remembered him and he was brought closer. A great hand gripped his face, twisting it until the bone of his skull gave with a crack. Beyond pain, Markash finally lost himself to the nothing.

			The Bonereapers of Ossia. 

			Markash knew them now.

			The Mortisan Boneshapers: the master craftsmen who took the raw material collected by the Gothizzar Harvesters, those huge beetle-like beasts, and crafted weapons and warriors. The Mortisan Soulreapers: the mouthless corpses harvesting the animus of Ossia’s enemies. The Mortisan Soulmasons: deciding what purpose to bend each soul towards, veritable surgeons.

			They carved apart the idea of Markash and found much of use. A lesser soul they would have turned to meal – soul porridge – much as they did the bones, rewritten it, painted something new by combining the harvested ideas of many. In Markash they found something special. Something rare and worth keeping: blind faith in himself, in his abilities, and in his god.

			Iron loyalty. 

			Faith is but an idea, and the Soulreaper cut the idea of Tzeentch from Markash, left the shape of it intact, a hole in who he was. It then filled that hole with a new idea: Nagash.

			It also found another, stranger idea at the core of the man. Destiny.

			Standing over the Necropolis Stalker it intended to meld Markash with, the Soulmason considered its options.

			It could remove this foreign idea, but wasn’t sure what to replace it with. Leave a hole in the idea that is a man, and the man cannot be complete. That, in part, was the strength of the Ossiarch Bonereapers. Though made from many souls and the bones of dozens, each Mortek Guard was still a complete idea. It knew what it was, where it belonged. It knew its loyalties and its purpose. But the shape of this idea, this destiny, was unlike any the Soulmason had previously seen. What could fit such a hole? Digging, it found the idea itself was created to fill an even deeper hole, a wound from far back in Markash’s past.

			In the end, it left the idea. It was too integral to the idea that made Markash useful. To such an ancient soul as the Soulmason, the concept of destiny was pathetic, the kind of self-deceit the living were so fond of. There was only one fate. In the end, all things would share in it. 

			Death and destiny.

			The two words meant the same thing in the Ossiarch tongue.

			Markash woke.

			Strong. Stronger than he’d ever been. Faster too. Unencumbered by sad flesh and muscle, scrubbed clean of life.

			A warrior. Battle writ bone-deep.

			He shared the body with three other mighty souls, united in purpose, existing in perfect tandem. One carved bone mask of four. Though he couldn’t see it, he knew the face it showed. 

			And there, a dim spark in the background, lurked Palfuss, the scribe. Harvested, his bones and soul had been deemed worthy of use. Fragments of him existed within the living corpse.

			I witness, said that spark, still clinging to purpose. I still witness.

			A Necropolis Stalker, one of the Ossiarch Empire’s elite shock troops, Markash understood his own place and purpose. War against the enemies of Nagash. Bring them death.

			It was a glorious purpose!

			As a Stalker, he was a near invincible warrior. Each mask was that of a champion, a peerless warrior. Face a style you could not defeat, or one better countered by one of the other masks, and a different soul stepped forward, took charge.

			That– no. That was wrong. Someone else in charge?

			Why hesitation? asked Ghaanmast, who was once the First Sword of an empire long fallen to dust. We have task.

			And they did. Collect the Bone Tithe. Nothing could stop them. The tithe was everything, a holy command from Nagash himself.

			And yet… 

			Ossiarch Bonereapers moved around him, each bent to its tasks. They marched to collect the tithe, tireless bone legs moving at a pace no mortal could match for long. The Mortek Guard moved in flawless formation; individuals, yet capable of fighting with impossibly unified precision. The Gothizzar Harvesters followed behind, their tongues lashing out to ensnare birds and any wildlife that dared approach too close. Most of the bones were useless, tested and tossed aside.

			Markash remembered this land. Hot and damp. Leather rotting so fast the armourers could barely keep up. Anything not magical or daemon-bound rusted. Insects everywhere. Biting, stinging, sucking, pestering. Those fat green flies swarming everything, getting in your eyes and mouth, tasting like rot. They still swarmed, but as a thing of clean bone he was of little interest. When they did land, he felt nothing. No tickling of little legs at the corners of lips and eyes. If it was hot or damp, he felt none of it. Not comfortable, just… existing. Such things were distractions the dead did without. Purity of purpose.

			The warrior most suited to defeat an opponent takes the fore, said Markash.

			He sensed the confusion of the others. There was nothing to discuss. They were one, servants of Nagash. They moved as one. Even though they took turns being in control, they fought as one. They would do whatever was needed, their individual desires unimportant.

			And yet… 

			Something niggled, an idea. The memory of a memory.

			Markash knew his old life, understood what he had been, why he had fought. No need to carve away the past and all its valuable lessons when you can carve the idea. He remembered his loyalty to Tzeentch and cared nothing. He remembered wanting to be Tzeentch’s greatest Champion, hungering to rise through the ranks, to achieve true immortality. 

			All pointless nothings. 

			As an Ossiarch, he was forever. If he fell warring for Nagash, he’d either be rebuilt, repaired or replaced. Such was the way of things and the way brooked no questions.

			That hunger was gone.

			And yet… 

			I defeated you, said Markash. I fought all of you, and I won.

			Ammerhan was gone, cut away, replaced by Markash.

			Destiny.

			Death.

			To the Ossiarch, they meant the same thing.

			He remembered thinking about destiny. He would have laughed, if such things mattered.

			I found it.

			Found what? asked Ghaanmast.

			My destiny. I am the best of us. I defeated you all and any opponent who could defeat me would beat any of you even faster.

			They were one, served one purpose. They could not argue because he was correct. He had defeated them all. He was the best of them.

			Markash knew then he would always be the mask that faced the world. It could be no other way. It was his destiny. He would rise until he commanded the Necropolis Stalkers. He would be the greatest of the Bonereapers. He would bring down the false gods, the pretenders. He would lay their flayed corpses at Nagash’s feet.

			I still witness. Palfuss. A thin thought at the edge of existence.

			It was, decided Markash, only right. The scribe would see it all, remember it all.

			Today he would collect the tithe, as was his sacred duty. But this was only the beginning.

			Heaped mounds of pale bone littered the ground. Glistening flies buzzed around the shreds of stubborn meat. The crows, having learned their lesson, wise in the way of death, fled when they saw the Bonereapers.

			The nearest Mortisan Boneshaper sniffed at a pile as they passed. ‘Inferior,’ it said. ‘Unworthy of the tithe.’

			Ahead, Markash recognised the fortified walls of Knazziir.

			He remembered dying here. Somewhere, his fingers lay in the mud. How long ago had that been? As a flensed soul, he had no concept of time. Was it days? Years? Longer? Studying his hand, he saw it complete. His, but not his. Familiar and different.

			Faces atop the wall, looking down. Damp with sweat, fear and disgust. He grunted an almost-laugh. This wall was nothing. The Ossiarch would tear it down, collect the tithe by force if necessary.

			What funny? asked Ghaanmast.

			I died here. He didn’t care if the First Sword understood.

			Atop the wall a man pushed to the front of the crowd. He wore the plate of a Chaos Knight, daemon-bound, wrapped in foul sorcery. Poking over his shoulder, the pommel of a great-sword. Ktchaynik, Markash’s sword.

			Markash recognised the man. Stayn Lishik, the Chaos Knight who’d betrayed him.

			‘We have no bones for you!’ called Stayn.

			‘Decent bones,’ said the Mortisan Boneshaper at Markash’s side. ‘Acceptable tithe.’

			The Soulmason, dressed in robes of jade, the green smoke of harvested souls swirling about its ankles, nodded. ‘The soul is flawed, but usable in some lesser beast.’ 

			The Soulmason opened its mouth to call out to the mortals above, but Markash stepped forward, interrupting it.

			‘We have come to collect a tithe of bone.’

			A rustle of confusion swept through the Ossiarch host. As the highest ranked of the Bonereapers, a Soulmason was interrupted by no one.

			Stayn laughed. ‘Open the gate! Let us see these foul dead back to their graves.’

			Markash, amused that this fool would repeat his own foolish mistake, awaited the warrior’s arrival.

			When Stayn strode from the city, sword drawn, teeth bared in a confident grin, Markash met him in single combat. And took his head. 

			Blood and screaming.

			Churned mud and spilled guts.

			The Gothizzar Harvester, that enormous armoured beetle, chopped through the wood-and-iron gate with a monstrous scythe, and the dead poured in.

			The wall was nothing.

			The knights of Chaos were nothing.

			The Ossiarch had come to collect their tithe.

			Death and destiny.

			One word.

			And Markash had found his. 
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			The city grumbled and lurched, almost hurling Niksar from the wall. He was perched on a broken lintel, looking down over one of Excelsis’ most unwelcoming streets – a rain-lashed warren of lean-tos and hovels that looked discarded rather than built. The Veins had always been one of the poorest parts of the city and, during the tremors of recent months, several streets had caved in, opening craters and revealing the coiled horrors that wormed through the city’s foundations. 

			Excelsis was besieged. Not just by tribes of greenskins but by the land itself. Walls groaned as grubs devoured the mortar. Sewers flooded as lizards spilled from drains. Slates tumbled from roofs, hurled by screeching, feathered rodents. Nothing was stable. The ground stirred, constantly, and every shattered flagstone revealed something repulsive. It was like being on the deck of a sinking ship. And this close to the city walls, the tremors were even more violent. 

			Niksar looked over at Ocella, hoping she was nearly finished. Ocella was only standing a dozen feet away but he could barely make her out through the mounds of rubbish and debris. He was sure it must be dawn by now, but the light clearly had better places to be. Niksar could sympathise.

			As far as he could tell, the exchange was going as planned. The street was deserted and Ocella was talking eagerly to her contact, showing no signs of alarm. She had promised Niksar this would be an easy job. She was meeting a dockhand to buy information, tipped off by one of her pets, and as usual she wanted Niksar on hand in case there was a disagreement. Niksar almost wished there would be so he could shift into a different position, but it all seemed to be going swimmingly. The dockhand was a weaselly old salt Ocella had met on several previous occasions. He was hunched and wizened but Niksar guessed he was probably no older than thirty. Life beyond the city walls was brutal. It took its toll on everyone who sailed the Coast of Tusks. 

			The dockhand kept glancing up and down the rubble-strewn alley, peering through the rain, clearly nervous. Niksar could see why Ocella had asked him to hide himself up on the wall. 

			Ocella twitched and threw back her head. Then she laughed. Her laugh was peculiar, a kind of ‘haw haw’ that reminded Niksar of a coughing dog. The more he worked with her, the stranger he found her. He knew she was wealthy, but she wore filthy animal skins and a tattered cloak of greasy feathers. She looked like she had never slept under a roof. She wore a crooked feather headdress and had dozens of tiny bird skulls plaited into her hair that clattered as she moved. And she moved constantly. It was hard to be sure of her age, covered as she was in muck and feathers, but Niksar guessed she was around twenty years old. Despite that, she held herself like a palsied crone, always flinching, spitting and scratching. She leant constantly on a staff carved from a wing bone. The bone was taller than she was and as she talked it juddered in her hands, shaking rain from the beak at its head. 

			The meeting continued to be uneventful and Niksar’s attention wandered. He had never mentioned it to Ocella, but the role of lookout did not really play to his strengths. He thought about the deal they were hoping to make tomorrow with an armourer over on Quadi Street, then his thoughts ranged into the distant future as he returned to his favourite fantasy. He pictured himself rising from the squalor he had endured for the first twenty years of his life. The city was on the verge of collapse, but his own fortunes had never been better. He was close, this time. Close to really becoming someone of importance – someone who did not have to scrape by to survive. So many of his schemes had come to nothing, but working with Ocella had gained him an incredible collection of artefacts. Strange as she was, he had to agree they were a good team. And, because Ocella thought everyone else in the city was trying to kill her, Niksar could not see their lucrative relationship ending soon. Visions of opulence and power filled his head.

			His daydreams were interrupted by movement near his hand. A beetle wriggled from beneath a stone and pounced on a plump, slow-moving grub. The beetle locked its mandibles around its prey and swallowed it whole. Once it had finished eating, the beetle took a few steps, then paused, as though remembering something. Niksar leant closer, fascinated, knowing what would come next. Sure enough, the insect juddered and fell onto its side, twitching and trying to stand, then its carapace burst, revealing a mass of teeming larvae. Mature burrow grubs sacrificed themselves so that their young could start life with a hearty banquet. Niksar grimaced as the larvae devoured their host. There were so many it only took a few seconds. 

			The land is always hungry, thought Niksar, remembering the words of an old Thondian song.

			A loud bang echoed down the alleyway, followed by the acrid smell of gunpowder. Niksar cursed in surprise and leapt from the wall, drawing his sabre and pointing the blade into the rain. 

			Ocella stumbled away, and for a moment Niksar thought that his golden goose had been shot. Animals shifted under her furs and glossy eyes stared out at the drizzle, panicked by the noise. Then he noticed that the docker had a hole in his forehead. The man wheezed quietly and crumpled to the ground.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ muttered Niksar. In all the times he had worked with Ocella, his presence had been a formality. She was crippled by paranoia but there had never actually been any need for a bodyguard. 

			The alleyway was empty, but the sound of the gunshot would have carried to all the nearby streets. Passers-by might come to investigate. Or even the city watch.

			‘Niksar!’ cried Ocella, staggering away from the corpse, hysterical, waving her staff at the shadows. 

			‘Damn!’ he spat, rushing to her side and staring at the dead body. 

			Ocella looked everywhere but at him, her eyes rolling loosely in sunken sockets. ‘Why weren’t you looking?’ She laughed, making the haw haw sound again. ‘The lookout who doesn’t look!’ Her straining eyes made it clear that she did not really find the situation amusing. She reached under her furs, trying to calm her rodents and birds.

			Footsteps echoed towards them and Niksar hauled Ocella behind a lean-to. 

			‘It came from that direction,’ he muttered, peering through the shadows. He tried to shove her further back but she gripped him like a terrified child. 

			‘I told you,’ she whispered. ‘They’re after me.’

			‘Who?’ demanded Niksar, but before she could answer a figure strode into view, splashing through puddles, silhouetted by the dawn. ‘It’s a guardsman,’ muttered Niksar as he saw a Freeguild uniform replete with a polished breastplate and a broad, feather-plumed hat. 

			‘A soldier?’ Ocella wiped drool-sodden hair away from her mouth and tucked it behind her ears. She tried to look less panicked but her mouth refused to stop twitching. ‘Here? No one comes here. That’s specifically why I chose here. Here is where people aren’t. If you ask anyone about here, they will–’ 

			‘Niksar!’ cried a familiar voice. 

			Ocella gasped and stared at Niksar. ‘Did you sell me out?’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘You? I thought I could trust you.’

			Anger pounded in his temples. ‘Of course I didn’t sell you out. Just because I fight for glimmerings doesn’t mean I’m a–’

			‘Niksar!’ cried the soldier again, pointing a pistol his way and stepping close enough for Niksar to make out a face. It was a young woman in her mid-twenties with an angular, proud face and large, dark eyes. She was tall, broad-shouldered and powerful looking. 

			Niksar lowered his sword in shock. ‘Zagora?’

			‘Who is it?’ hissed Ocella, swaying and stumbling as she tried to look.

			‘My sister. She won’t hurt…’ Niksar’s words trailed off as he looked at the docker’s corpse. ‘Zagora,’ he demanded, striding out of his hiding place. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘Saving your life.’ She was reloading her pistol as she strode past him towards the docker.

			Niksar’s rage was starting to be replaced by concern. His sister had forged an impressive career in one of the city’s Freeguild regiments. She was risking a lot by coming here and associating with the likes of him and Ocella – never mind shooting dockworkers. 

			‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, following her over to the body.

			Zagora dropped to one knee beside the corpse, avoiding the quickly spreading pool of blood, and ripped the man’s doublet open. Then she stepped back, bumping into Niksar. 

			‘What?’ He pointed his sword at the corpse, expecting something to leap at him. His pulse quickened as he saw the tattoos that covered the dead man’s chest. 

			‘The Dark Gods.’ Zagora made the sign of the hammer across her chest as she stared at the crudely inked symbols. She turned to Niksar, her expression neutral. ‘What have you got yourself mixed up in, little brother?’

			Niksar shook his head. ‘That can’t be right. I was just here as a–’

			‘There are purges happening today. Did you know? This morning. Right across the city.’ She pointed at the dead man. ‘Because of this. Because of him.’

			There was a clattering sound behind them followed by the splash of running feet. Niksar whirled around to see Ocella weaving off through the darkness with surprising speed, her head held low. Niksar considered chasing her but his sister shook her head. 

			‘You really don’t want to be seen with that woman.’ She nodded in the opposite direction, to the other end of the alley. ‘This way.’

			Niksar hesitated, looking at the crumpled corpse. ‘My fee.’

			‘Do you realise how bad this is? Even for you?’ Zagora waved at the crumbling buildings. ‘The city is falling apart. This really is not the time to be seen with cultists. Can’t you see what’s on his chest? The man’s a heretic. If you so much as touch him you’ll be strung up outside the White Angels’ tower, feeding gulls with your innards.’

			Niksar stared at the corpse again. The tattoo was so repulsive it was hard to look at. The shape was simple enough – a fish-like swirl with a circle in its lower half, but it was the details that made his head hurt. The design was covered in intricately inked flames and scales that were morphing into screaming faces. The faces were partly human, but partly something else, something that Niksar could not quite explain but that filled him with inexplicable terror. 

			He nodded weakly and let his sister lead him away. As soon as they emerged onto one of the wider streets, Zagora stopped running and adopted a confident, nonchalant stride, ignoring the glances that came her way. She was dressed in the gold and red of the Phoenix Company, one of the regiments formed in the wake of the city’s recent hardships. She cut an impressive figure and people scattered at her approach, ducking back through the doors of their crooked, tiny shacks.

			‘I had no idea.’ Niksar’s pulse was still hammering at the memory of the tattoos. People had been put in the gallows just for looking at symbols like that. ‘How did you know? Ocella has always seemed like a reputable–’

			Zagora glanced at him. ‘Reputable?’

			Niksar licked his lips. ‘Reputable might not be the right word. But I’d never have dreamt she was involved in anything to do with… I can’t believe she would knowingly involve herself with cultists. I didn’t think–’

			‘You didn’t think at all. You rarely do. Did you ask her where she met that docker?’

			‘There’s not much point asking her anything, to be honest. She generally just–’

			‘You could end up swinging from a rope.’ Zagora glanced around and lowered her voice. ‘Me too, if anyone saw what happened back there. Or if that witch decides to talk.’

			‘She won’t.’ Niksar spoke with more confidence than he felt. ‘And she’s a fool, not a witch. And I’m the only person in the city she trusts. She won’t want anything to happen to me.’

			Zagora shook her head and continued down the street. ‘I heard about this from someone in my regiment, Niksar. I dread to think who else has heard about it. That docker’s linked to a cult called the Mirrored Blade. And then, when I heard he was selling things to someone called Ocella I remembered that you worked with someone called Ocella. Aren’t you two partners?’

			Niksar took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. ‘Not partners, exactly. That’s not the word I would use. I’m just her muscle, really.’ Niksar was slender and wiry, but he was good with a sword and he had grown up on the streets, so what he lacked in bulk, he more than made up for in speed and nerve. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘there’s no real harm done. Thanks to you. You’ve got me out of a mess, Zagora. I won’t forget it.’

			They turned onto one of the city’s main thoroughfares leading towards a large market square. The city was as unsteady as Ocella, but life continued. Lots of the traders were already setting up whalebone awnings and unloading their wares, attracting a crowd of peevish-sounding gulls that battled against the rain.

			‘You might not be out of the mess yet,’ said Zagora. ‘This morning’s purges are being organised by witch hunters.’

			‘The Order?’ Niksar stumbled to a halt.

			Zagora waved him on. ‘We need to put some distance between us and that body.’

			Niksar shook his head as he stumbled across the square. The Order of Azyr were hard-line zealots, killers who hunted down anyone considered a threat to the Sigmarite faith. Their methods of extracting information were famously inventive and as the assaults on the city grew worse, the fanatics gained even more power, striking without censure at anyone they deemed suspect. 

			‘And you need to stay away from that woman,’ said Zagora.

			They left the square and hurried through the growing light to the edge of the Veins. Finally, after walking in silence for half an hour, they left the slum stacks behind and headed out into the wider, cleaner streets of the Temple Quarter with its grand stormstone facades. The buildings here were sturdy and well-made, and they were still mostly intact. Even here, though, there were cracks in the road that revealed ominous, sinuous shapes beneath. As they wound higher, up through the levels of the city, they began to catch glimpses of the bay and the city’s hulking bastion walls, lined with garrisons and siege cannons. Beyond the rain-whipped harbour and the bobbing masts of the ships, Niksar saw the Consecralium: the forbidding keep of the White Angels. It was probably the city’s last hope of survival. But it might also be his final resting place if this ever got out. 

			Zagora saw his troubled glance and paused. They both leant against a wall to catch their breath. 

			‘Look,’ she said. ‘There’s so much going on at the moment that your idiocy will probably go overlooked. You’ve promised me you’ll have nothing more to do with her. And I killed the dockhand. So he’s not likely to talk. And I’m sure you weren’t so stupid as to be seen in Ocella’s company. As long as there’s nothing linking you to either of them the Order won’t come looking for you.’

			Niksar frowned.

			She studied him. ‘Is there something linking you to them?’

			He looked at the Consecralium again, imagining the White Angels spilling from its depths, nailing the faithless to walls. ‘There… Well… Possibly.’

			She closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the wall. 

			‘Ocella didn’t usually pay me with glimmerings,’ he said, referring to the prophetic stones used as currency in Excelsis. ‘We had an arrangement. I kept her safe and then we shared the objects she… procured.’

			Zagora looked amused. ‘You kept her safe?’ 

			‘She’s still alive.’

			She laughed. ‘How you’ve made a career as a hired sword is beyond me. I saw you up on that wall. You were looking off into nowhere when I shot the docker. Lost in a daydream. Like always.’

			‘I’m not the dreamer.’ 

			She ignored the jibe. ‘Did you keep all the “objects” Ocella gave you?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I? I knew she was odd but I had no idea she was a cultist.’

			‘I don’t know if she’s a cultist. But she certainly doesn’t worry about whose company she keeps. I’ll be amazed if she survives the day. This is not the time to be involved with dubious societies. Did you keep everything she gave you?’

			‘Yes. My plan was to sell them as a collection. I need to raise a lot of glimmerings, you see. I have a problem with–’

			Zagora held up a hand. ‘One problem’s enough for now. I can ­imagine how many other disasters you’re working on.’ She looked out at the harbour and the churning clouds. ‘Everything might still be fine. If you’d sold any of those things people would be talking about them. But if you’ve still got them stashed away, no one knows you have them. You have to get back to your rooms. Destroy everything that connects you to Ocella. What are we talking about? A couple of weapons? Some jewellery?’ 

			Niksar massaged his temples, avoiding her gaze. ‘It might be easier if I show you.’

			‘I don’t want to see them. Just get rid of them. And quickly. If the witch hunters find you in possession of that stuff, Sigmar help both of us.’

			‘I can’t just throw it all away. I need to sell those things, Zagora. You don’t understand how much trouble I’ll be in if I don’t.’

			She waved at the distant fortress overlooking the bay, and the bodies hung in cages at its walls. ‘More trouble than being taken to the Knights Excelsior?’

			Niksar slumped against the wall. ‘I’m dead.’ 

			She stood and hauled him to his feet. ‘If you were, my life would be so much easier.’

			‘What is all this stuff?’ gasped Zagora. 

			They were standing in Niksar’s crowded lodgings on Sortilege Street, right on the outskirts of the Trade Quarter. It was a single room, ten foot by ten, and Niksar’s furniture consisted of three items: a bunk, a wardrobe and a crooked table littered with half-empty wine bottles and dirty crockery. Next to his bunk was a pile of armour, sacks, bones, weapons, cases and books that he had just emptied from the wardrobe. 

			Zagora shook her head. ‘This didn’t all come from that witch, surely?’

			Niksar nodded. Then he headed over to the table, poured two cups of wine and offered one to Zagora. 

			She shook her head. ‘The day’s barely started.’

			‘That’s what I’m worried about.’ He emptied one of the cups into the other and downed the contents. ‘No,’ he said, wiping his beard on his sleeve. ‘Not all of this came from her.’ He winced. ‘Damned if I can remember which things didn’t, though.’

			Zagora tapped the pile of objects with her boot, as though expecting it to move. ‘What were you thinking? Even I can see how dangerous these things are. Look at those markings. None of them are Sigmarite. These things were made by people who worship other gods, Niksar. The wrong gods. And you kept them all here, in your wardrobe? What were you going to do with it all?’

			He shrugged. ‘Different things.’ As he studied his collection, he forgot about his desperate situation and remembered the various plans he had been working on. He nodded to one of the bottles. ‘That oil can turn anything into amber bone.’

			‘Then why are you living in this hovel?’

			‘I don’t know the correct method yet. But Ocella has a contact on Harbinger Street. He promised her he knows what to do. She has these creatures in her furs that tell her things. We just need to get our hands on a few–’

			‘And that?’ interrupted Zagora, pointing to a mouldering, severed hoof.

			Niksar grinned. ‘Saltim’s Talisman. A devotee of Saltim would give me anything for it.’

			‘Have you ever met a devotee of Saltim?’

			‘No, not exactly, but I once spoke to a man who–’

			‘You’re deluded. You always have been. Don’t you see? You’re obsessed with getting rich and you’re the poorest person I know. These things are mostly junk, brother.’

			‘You don’t understand, Zagora. It doesn’t really matter what these things are. They were just a means to an end. We were going to use them to acquire something really special. Something that would have changed everything. Ocella was talking to that dockhand about an artefact called an aetheric alkahest. A kind of alchemical talisman that would enable us to–’

			‘I don’t want to hear it. Listen to yourself. You sound like a lunatic. Don’t you see? All these talismans and alkahests will just land you in trouble. Like all your other ventures. They’re the reason you’re in this mess.’

			Niksar wanted to argue but the thought of the witch hunters stilled his tongue.

			‘We have to shift all of it,’ said Zagora. ‘And quickly.’

			Niksar sat heavily on the bunk. ‘It’s not that easy. I have debts, Zagora. Debts you can’t imagine. To people you don’t want to imagine. Some of this stuff was very expensive. If I don’t sell it I’m ruined. Worse than ruined. Getting my hands on the alkahest was going to be my salvation.’

			She waved at his grimy amberglass window and the streets outside. ‘It’s happening today, Niksar. The Order are making their move this morning. Half my regiment have been talking about it. The Grand Conclave say these tremors are because of Chaos cults – heretics working somewhere in the city. They’ve given the witch hunters orders to arrest anyone who even looks suspicious. What if they come here and see all this? Even I feel like putting you on a pyre.’

			‘What if they don’t come here?’ 

			‘Ocella knew your name. I’m guessing she also knew where you lived. And there’s a dead cultist lying in an alley waiting to be discovered.’ 

			Niksar was always careful but there was no way he could guarantee his name would never come up. He looked at the pile of ephemera Ocella had given him. It was valuable stuff. Ocella seemed uninterested in most of the objects she procured and she had passed things on to him that far exceeded his normal fee. There were furs from the Thunderscorn Peaks, ivory from the coast of Kald, a feathered headdress from the Myassa Basin similar to the one Ocella wore. And there were weapons of such exotic design he could not even place their origin. This was the haul that would have made him. He had so many plans. This was going to be his chance to clear all his debts and start again. 

			His sister sat next to him. ‘Look, I was being unfair earlier. I know how good you are with that sword.’ She tapped her polished breastplate. ‘Why don’t you join the Phoenix Company? Captain Tyndaris is always on the lookout for good men.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘We could try to convince him you are one.’

			Niksar shook his head. ‘Everything has always gone so well for you. You always come out clean and smiling. How? How do you do it?’

			She nodded at the objects next to his bed. ‘By not chasing wealth, Niksar, that’s how. It’s a race you can’t win. I serve the city. I serve the God-King. And I let the rest go.’

			Niksar wanted to mock her but he could not bring himself to. He knew her better than he knew anyone and, unlike most people, she actually meant what she said. She just wanted to do good. To lead a worthy life. Her worldview really was that simple. It was impressive and maddening at the same time. 

			‘I’m in hock to every moneylender in the city,’ he muttered. ‘If I don’t sell this stuff they’ll kill me just as surely as the Order.’ He reached for the wine bottle but Zagora moved it out of reach. 

			Niksar was about to argue when a scream echoed across the rooftops. Even the rain could not dampen the shrill, awful nature of the sound. 

			Niksar wandered over to the window and wiped some of the muck from the amberglass. There was another scream and the sound of gunfire, followed by rattling swords and the crash of breaking wood.

			Zagora joined him at the window as flames blossomed across the Veins, battling against the rain, no more than half a mile from Niksar’s lodgings. Birds erupted from rooftops and dogs started howling. Some of the flames bobbed away from the building and Niksar realised they were torches; torches in the shape of twin-tailed comets. As the light banked and flashed he caught glimpses of screeds nailed to boards and wooden, hammer-wielding effigies. 

			‘Zealots,’ he whispered.

			Zagora nodded. ‘They’re already out looking. Maybe your docker friend was being watched.’

			‘He wasn’t my friend.’

			Screams rang out from another direction and flames billowed from another cluster of slums. The sounds of fighting echoed through the early morning stillness.

			‘We have to move fast.’ Zagora turned back to the pile of objects. ‘You can’t be found with these things.’

			Niksar felt like he was being crushed. His breath came in gasps. But he nodded, grabbed a sack and began shoving things into it. Then he paused and looked around. ‘Perhaps we could just set the place on fire? People would blame it on the zealots.’

			Zagora glared at him. ‘Think how many rooms are crammed into this building. And how close it is to the other side of the street. The fire wouldn’t stay within these four walls. It would spread. People would die. It would be our fault. And we’re not zealots.’

			‘I sometimes wish I was,’ muttered Niksar, stuffing things into the sack. Zagora grabbed another bag, and within a few minutes they had almost cleared the floor. 

			A chorus of shouts came up through the floorboards, followed by the sound of splintering wood. 

			Niksar and Zagora froze, staring at each other. They ran back to the window and saw filthy, rag-wearing figures filing through the streets, carrying clubs and brands. Some were already outside the building and were hammering on doors. There was a witch hunter waving them on, carrying a pistol and wearing a tall, peaked hat.

			‘They have your name,’ whispered Zagora. ‘They must. Why else would they have come straight here? It can’t be a coincidence.’

			‘Damn it,’ muttered Niksar. ‘I really am going to have to destroy everything.’ Part of him had been hoping that his sister might still be wrong.

			Zagora gripped his arm. ‘We can’t just march down the stairs with all this. Is there another way out?’

			Niksar shook his head, then looked at the window. ‘Maybe. There are bits of old storm-engine stuck on the walls. Old Collegiate machines. They’re not in use any more but they’re pretty sturdy. We might be able to climb up them.’

			Zagora looked at the two large sacks they had filled. ‘With those?’

			He frowned. Then the sounds of fighting and yelling grew louder as people rushed into the lower levels of the building. ‘It’s that or the noose. Or worse…’ 

			They quickly threw the remaining objects in the sacks and looked around the room. 

			‘Are you sure this is everything?’ Zagora nodded at some rubbish heaped under the table. ‘What about in there?’

			‘Nothing,’ replied Niksar. Then he cursed. ‘Wait. There is something.’ He lifted the bed onto two legs and nodded at the floor underneath. ‘There. There’s a loose board. There’s a glimmering under it. She rarely paid me with augur stones but she said this one was special.’

			Zagora crept past him and lifted the board but when she looked at the polished stone she hesitated, staring at it.

			‘Quick!’ snapped Niksar.

			Zagora muttered something, reaching out for the stone, but the moment she touched it her body jolted as though she had been kicked. She cried out in surprise.

			‘What is it?’ demanded Niksar, trying to bend down and hold up the bed at the same time. ‘What are you doing?’

			His sister seemed unable to reply, muttering and gasping as though she were in pain. Then, with another incoherent cry, she dropped to the floor and curled up into a tight ball, hugging the stone to her chest.

			‘Zagora?’ Niksar tried to see her face but it was turned away from him. ‘What in the name of Sigmar are you doing?’

			She mumbled something. Her voice sounded odd, more growl than speech. Then she started to shiver.

			‘What are you playing at?’ Niksar held the bed with one arm as he dropped to his knee and reached for her. His hand was inches from her shoulder when he snatched it back in alarm. There was light coming from under her cuirass, splitting the gloom of his chamber with thin, white lines, gilding the dust motes. He shoved her over onto her back. Her eyes were wide and rolled back. Her mouth opened and closed silently.

			There was a bang from the hallway outside and voices approached, shouting and cursing. A woman screamed. Swords clattered. 

			‘They’re here!’ whispered Niksar, dragging his sister from under the bed and trying to hold her still. She stared past him into the dancing lights, convulsing and groaning. Niksar had never seen such a violent reaction to a glimmering. Augur stones induced witch-sight, showing miraculous glimpses of the future, but that usually amounted to little more than a vague premonition of rain, or a warning about a card game. He had never known one to light someone up. Zagora’s skin was glowing. She looked like one of the aetheric lanterns made by the Collegiate Arcanum. It was cool in the room but her face was beaded with sweat. 

			Footsteps hammered down the corridor outside and the sounds of fighting increased. Niksar heard breathy chanting and a deep voice bellowed through the door. 

			‘Open up! Now! For the most holy Order of Azyr!’ Embers billowed through the wood as someone kicked the other side. 

			Niksar filled a cup of wine and hurled it in Zagora’s face. She coughed and finally focused on him. 

			‘I saw it,’ she whispered, gripping his arm.

			‘Saw what?’

			‘Gnorl’s Feast.’ She squeezed his arm, her eyes bright. ‘I was there. On the Faithful Tor.’

			Niksar felt as though there was a stranger in the room with him. His sister seemed transformed. Or possessed. 

			‘Tor?’ he said. ‘What are you…?’ But before he could finish, more embers billowed around the door as another kick jarred its frame. ‘We have to go.’ He hauled Zagora to her feet. ‘Can you walk?’

			Her eyes clouded and she looked confused. She seemed to have forgotten who he was.

			‘Zagora!’ he snapped, nodding to the door. ‘The Order of Azyr. Remember?’

			She nodded. Then shook her head, staring at him, clearly confused. ‘What just happened?’

			‘You’re asking me?’ He handed her a sack and then led her over to the window. He wrenched the latch back and the hinges screeched as he pushed the window open. ‘Let’s talk about it later,’ he said, helping her out. He glanced back at the buckling door. ‘If we can.’
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